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INTRODUCTION
The period from 1750 to 1800 may be considered
the historical period when the underprivileged

~eoples

of several nations demanded the inalienable rights of
man which were denied them by their respective. rulers.
'!hey became, restless and eagar to eradicate numerou;s
ine:qualities.

Although the change was gradual, England

was the first nation to experience an

e~nomic

and

social change resulting from the Industrial Revolution. 1
Establishment of many

faa:tori~s

w:hich caused a rapid

movement of the masses from rural to city life legally
broke u.p fe:udalism and created a des ira among the laboring classes for social privileges formerly reaerved for
nobility.

By taking advantage of Gr.eat

Bri~in•s

straits during the American Revolution, Ireland obtained
greater freedom. of trad~ and legislative independence. 2
That spirit of restlessness spread from England to
Europe and America. 3
An

unfair distribution of the tax burden u;pon the

newly formed middle class merchants and the peasanta
lp. Mant.oux, 'Ihe hdustrial Revolution, F.A .. OWens
Company, New York, 1925, 67~
2 Ibid. t 78.
3 H.U. Faulkner, American Economic Historz, HOughton
Mifflin Company, New York, 1934,, 323.

was climaxed by the French Revolution of

~789.

D1 1791

the first Constitution of the IDranch people legally
4
abolished all feudalism and class privileges.
It
included among other important clauses the famous "Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen" - a
document which was to be used in the preamble to all
French constitutions for many years thereafter.

These

French people voiced the general discontent of the age
and the intense urge of the underprivileged to gain
their unforfeitable rights.
Both the American Revolution and the French Revoltil;tion had as two of their &;bjectives the abolition of
unfair governmentall. pnactic::es and the creation of
freedom of ORportuni ty for the masaea.

However ll

neither· nation explicitLy incli.uded the Wegro slav:e in
its group of oppressed peoples.

The general concept

regarding the Negro was expressed by Davtd HUme, the
British philosopher, historian and essayist. thua: "The
negroas are naturally inferior to whites, and unsusceptible of attainments in. arts and ac ience ••5

"Liberty,

Fraternity, Equality,".6 proclaimed by the French were
4 E•. L. Higgins, The French Revolution, Houghton :W.fflin
Company, New York, 1938, 75-79.
5 B .. c. steiner, The Life and Correspondence of James
1!e;_Henry, rnrrows Brathers Company, Cleveland, 1907,98.
6 Higgins, 126.
ii

denied to the slaves of Santo Domingo in 1789.

7

Slogans of the American Revolution such as "No taxation without representation,,8 and "Give me liberty or
9
give me death", excluded not only Negro slaves but
even free Negroes and white indentured servants who
were subject to taxes but who had no
the laws which

govern~d

par~

in making

them.

Notwithstanding this cruel treatment, people of
we~e

color

a,ware of world events and com:sc iotts of the

Divine law entitling them to liberty and the yursuit
of happiness.
The Negroes asserted themselvea in many ways.
Toussaint,

L 1 0Uvertur~•s

success in Ha-iti, for example,

spread to the blacks in America and encouraged them to
continue their strugglie for

emanc~pation. 10 Efforts of

the Negro to obtain freedom during this period, 1750 1800 could not be properi.y evaluated without. extens.ive
historical research far beyond the limits of a single
thesis.
7

Such a work has been started by the Negro

"Constitution of the French People of 1791, Article

Higgins, 475.
8 XXXVII,",
J. Eppes, 'I'h:e Negr_~ in Ameri£!!l__ History, The Vanguard
Fress, New York, 1852, 76.

9~id., 80.

l~rL

Stoddard, The French Revolution in San Domingo,
Macmillan Company, New York, 1914, 67-69; also, James
Me Intosh, "'lbe Black Republic", Journal of Negro History,
III, ·.:-;ashington, D.C. ,~y,., 1918, The As soc ia ted PUiblishers, 237-239.
111

historian Carter Goodwia Woodson who received his degree as Doctor of Philosophy from Harvard University
in 1912, and who is founder and president of the
Asso~iation

for the study of Negro Life and History.

The purpose of this thesis is to discuss an
eighteenth century American

Negr~

whose aceoaplish-

ments produced evidence to refute the theory of the
Negro•s mental inferiority and to demonstra.te his capacity for a complete life.
After careful research the writer decided that
Benjamin Banneker, the Negro ma thematic;ian, scientist,
and almanac calculator of Maryland was the most complate embodiment of such purpoaes.

Throu&hout the

thesis when reference is made to BannekeJ:r or to Negroes
in general the following words will be used

~ynwnomoua

ly: "colored", "man of color", "black man", and "Negro".
In this manner mono;tony through constant rep:etition

will be avoided ..
In view of the fact that the numerous handicaps

experienced by Banneker only added to his fame, the
general a.ims of this thesis will be threefold.

iv

First,

to investigate through critical analysis the combined factors which entitled

hi~

to be known by

following generations as the "Father of Negro Enlightenment", second, to indicate the influence of Banneker•s heritage and environment which so greatly enriched the educational and scient.ific value of his
work, and third, to present and critically ana11ze
Banneker•s letters and journal notations which remain
as proof of his intellectual merit ..

v

CHAPTER I
THE STATUS OF THE AMERICAN NEGRO FROM
1750-1800; ITS EFFECT ON THE WORKS
OF BENJAMIN BANNEK.ER

It is the opinion of the writer that the Negro•s
place in American history during the period from 17501800 extsrienced three changes which can be ciassi-

fi ed as the late colonial change, the Revolutionary
war· change, and the industrial change.

'lhe s.t,udy of

this. thes-is begins with L750, which was a

of a

q~~arter

century before the Decl!aration of Inde:gemdence was signed,. and nearly four decades. before the ado.ption of
the Constitu;tion of the United States.

Being under

colo.nia:L rule, each crolony made individual!. sta ttttea
concerning Negroes withm its boundarl"ies.
Freoedents

se~

by Virginia were to a great ex-

tent followed by the other colonies.

~- ~748

1753 Virginia defined slaves as "imported

and

non~Christ

ians ", but provided that the definition showld not apply to Turks and Moors on goo:d terms with England, and
with proof that they were free in that country.l

Yet,

according to. the same codes., canveraion to Christian1

J.p.. Gu ild 1 Black laws of Virginia! \'Vhi'ttet & Shepperson co •. , R1cmnona, vtt.•. ,. 1936, 136- 4a.
1

2

i ty could not resu1.t. in the freedom of the slaves.
Intermarriage. of the races was forbidden.2

Manu-

mission was restricted to liberation for me:rritorious.:
service.

A Negro could not en$lave any person other

than one of his own color.

Being considered "proper-

ty",, fugitive servants and slaves could be advertised
for, and if found, whipRed for escaping from their
mas.ters..3

Slaves, according to the c..odu, whCJ; rebelled

or whQ' were eaught conspiring with frea Uegroes or indentured servants, or adminiatered medicine, were to
be RUt to death.

The right of assembly waa restricted.

Any Negro who lifted his hand

agains~ ~

ce ived thirty lashes on his bare back.

whita man re"Testimony of

Negroes wa.s admiss ibte only in the cas a of a capital
o£!ense charged ta a slave.

Even in that case the

judge warned the witne.sa beforehand that if he falsitied he would be pilloried, his; ears would be cut off,
and he would get thirty-nine lashes.

Negro criminals

were tried by special courts without the assistance of
a jury.'t4

'lhis law-of Virginia tended to become the

2 Ibid., 139.
3T. Cooper, The Statutes at Large of Maryland, The Viking Fress, New York, 1902, 11.
4 work, Negro Year Book, 341. Also, Edward Hosea,!.
Treatise on the Condition of Colored Baople, Dozier
Fr' ess, Boston, 1837, 223.

3

code of all the slaveholding colonies, and modified
to suit local conditions, it was enforced to debase
the Negro in non-slave colonies. 5
'Ni th the ag i ta.tion for freedom of the Amer.ican
colonies, a change took
condition in America.

pla~e

which helped the KegrQ•s

•Every great wan•, said one

his tor ian, "in which the UD.i ted States has engaged has
resu~ted in political and social advanee for the Negro. n6

'Ihe reason is because at that time the life of a country is unsettled and the tempo accelerated, so that
changes which otherwise might have taken decades

come

to pass within a year or two, or even within a few
months.

Thus, it was during the era of the American

Revolution, that war for independence offered colored
people their first opportunity, to fight for a fr·eedom
which they so earnestly deaired •.
'i7hen not restricted because of their color or
colonial legislation, the blacks were eager to rally
to the call of the colors.

One of the first Negro

martyrs was Cr ispu.s At tucks, who died durin& the
Boston Massacre. 7
5 c• .r. Johnson, The Negro in American Citilization,

Henry Holt. & Co., New York, 1936, 196.
6Benjamin Brawley, Negr~ Builders and Heroes, university
7 of North Carol ina Press, I935, 59.
George w. Williams, History of the Neiro Race in Amari~. I, G.. P. FU. tnam' s Sons, New York,
883, 436-437.

4

Inscribed on a monument which was erected by the city
of Boston a century later, in memory of the men who
died on that memorable Monday night, March 5, 1770, is
the following:
long as in Freedom's cause the wise contend,
Dear to your Country shal:L your fame extend;
~bile to the world the lettered stone
shall tell,
v'Vh:ere Ca1.dwell, Attucks, Gray, and JfaTerick
fell .. 8
'!here was hesitancy at first among the colonies,
concerning acceptance of Negroes into the ReToluntionary army.

Ma,ssacbusetts protested foreefully against

the enlistment of Negroes.

The Committee of Safety.

of which John Hancock and Joseph Ward were members,
contended that inasmuch as the contest then betw:een
Great Britain and bar colonies respected the liberties
and privileges of the latter, the admission of any
persons but freemen as soldieus would be inconsistent
with the principles

s~pported,

honor on the colony. 9

and would reflect dis-

In both the Continental Congress

and the council of the army the race question was
brought up and it was decided to reject slaves and
refuse Negroes altogether.
8

Many individual colored

Copied from. the monument in Boston Commons by the
writer. Also, A.• HUff Faucet, For Freedom, Franklin
PUblishing Co., Fhiladelphia, 1927, 20.
9 carter G. Woodson, 'lhe Negro In CWr History, Associated
PUblishers, Washington D.C. 1922 121.

5

soldiers serving in white regiments were affected by
the ruling and dismissed from duty.

As commander of

the army, George washington was governed by those instructions until late in 1775.

The following nota-

from the diary of

Smith, a delegate at

~ions

Ri~ard

the Continental Congress has

referen~e

to the Negro

soldiers:
Tuesday 26 Sept .. Comee. (~),brought in
a letter to Gen. 'Na shington, in the Course
of it E Rutledge moved that the Gem..
shall discharge all the Negroes as well
Slaves as Freemen in his Army. He
((Rutledge) (sic 1 was strongly supported
by many of t.ne-so'uthern Delegates but so
powerf~Oly opposed that he lost the
point.
Even as late as 1779 some colonies were reluctant
to consider large formations of colored troops.

The

following quotation from a letter written by
Colonel Alexander Hamilton to General George Washington on March 14, 1779 was a pl-ea for more black
patriots:.
Head-quarters, March

14th~l779

Dear Sir,
Colonel Laurens, who will have the honor
of delivering you this letter, is on his
10

\7illiam c. Well, The Colored Patriots of the American_ Revolution., 'i'lynn &:. cT.acQ)bs, F.r inters, BOston,
1855, 192 ..

6

way to South Carolina, on a project
which I think, in the present situation
of affairs there~ is a v~ry good one,
and deserves ever~, kind of ·aupport and
encouragement. This is to raise two, three,
or even four battalions of negro.es, with
the assistance of the government of that
State, by .contributions from the owners, in
proportion to the number they possess. If
you should think proper to enter upon; the
subject with him, he willi give you a detail
of his plan. He wishes to have i.t recommended by Congress to the State; and, as an inducement, that they would engage to take
those battalions int~ continenta~ pay •

•••

I foresee that this project will have to
combat some opposition from prejudice and
sell-interest.. '!he contempt we have been
taught to entertai~ for the blacks, makes us
fancy many things tha 1L are founded neither in
rea.son nor experience;, and an unwillingness
to part wita property of so valuable a kind,
will furnish a thousand arguments to show impracticability, or p~rnicious tendency, of a
scheme which requires such a sacrifice. But
it should be considered that if we do nCl.ot make
use of them in this way, the enemy pr~bably
will; and that the best way to counteract the
tem~tations they will hold out, will be to
offer them aurselves. An essential part of the
plan is to give them their freedom with their
muskets. 'lhis will secure their fidelity,
animate their courage, and, I believe, will
have a good influence upon those who remaiy
by o_pening a. door to their emancipation••• 1

lord Dunmore, the deposed Btitish goveunor of Virginia
and Messrs. Clinton and Cornwallis bid for the services
11

Ibid •• 194.

,,,...

,.

7

of the Negro before the Americans

finall~

realized

that the peril of slaves entering the army of the
British faced them, unless they allowed the blacks
12
to enter the c onf lie t as patriots.
~~en

enter the

colored soldiers were finally allowed to
conflic~,

their duties nobly.

they were brave and performed
So many slaves deserted their

masters for the army that a law was passed which provided that no Negro could enlist thereafter without
having a certificate of freedom.

Hundreds of slave

owners issued certificates of

freedo~

to enable

slaves to fight in the army.

To prevent the re-en-

slavement of colored soldiers upon their return to
that state, by masters who might have had designs of
disregarding the free papers after the conflict, Virginia passed an act of emancipation which gave freedom to all those who served a term faithfully in the
Continental Army. 13 Such emancipation laws were soon
passed in other states.
The American Revolution was another turning
point in the status of the Negro betw-een
12

~750

and

arawley, Builders, 78-81. Also, G.s. Merriam,~
and the Nation, Henry Holt & Company, New York,
:5 1906, 187.
Woodson, Negro lh OUJt History,, 423.
Negr~

8

and 1800, for he had

exp~rienced

the feeling of free-

d om,, had applied h imae 1-f to the demands of rigid army
discipline, had

bee~

in close contact with other mem-

bers of his race through group formations, and through
valor and fidelity had shown the nation that he coQld
adjust as a successful member of a free American community, if given an opportunity.

Being excluded from

full membership in nearly every type of group because
of color, the intense fraternal consciousness which
developed among Negroes in Revolutionary barracks, resulted in the formation of race organizations whose
influence has increased in
.twentieth century.

scop~

and power into the

To properly evaluate the status

of the Negro at that time, and concisell.y couple Banneker with his era, the personal records of varioua
pioneer organizers are pertinent.
Prince Hall, the founder of the secret aociety
of Free Masonry for the Uegro in 1787, was a Negro
native of Bridge Town, Barbados, British West Ind;es. 14
He had been apprent.iced as a leather worker and came

to America at the age of seventeen.

He industrio,usly

1 4 M.. R•. Delaney, <:rigin and Ob,jects of Ancient Freemasonry, Rogers Print Shop, Fhiladelphia, 1853, 6.

9

applied himseLf to common labor during the day and
to private study at night.

At the age of twenty-

seven, having acquired the fundamentals of an education and an
ty~

amoun~

of capital, he purchased proper-

joined the Methodist

church~

was ordainad as a

preacher, and successfully conducted a church 1n Cambridge, Massachusetts.

The significant fact underly-

ing his becoming a minister was that during the colonial era Negro preachers were respected by the whites ,
and allowed to gather followers for

religio~

purposes.

Once thus assembled, the leaders could, and often did
permit their little group to enjoy other benefits of
life, such as reading, writing, and organization for
social purposes.

Hall was admitted, prior to the

Revolutionary era, to the white order of Free Masonry
and advanced to the degree of Master Mason.

With a

few other Negroes a charter was obtained for limited
powers, and the membership increased by accessions
from New York, Pennsylvania, and foreign countries.
Ih fact, the colored branch of the Masons as begun

10

by Ha 11 served as an ideal "mel tin& pot" for all
Negro Masons of the time.

When HalL's group con-

tended for full rights and powers of the lodge, the
American lodge flatly denied the request.

Hall then

appealed to England, and, in a Grand Lodge session
there March 2, 1784 his request was granted.l5
V¥11en the warrant of authority was finally delivered
in 1787, the lodge was organized and the officers
duly installed.

T.he movement spread so rapidly that

a Grand lodge was necessary and less than ten years
later the organization had become a most thriving adventure in Negro cooperation.
Just as the fra tarnal organizations served as an
outlet for discussions of Negro problems, in even a
greater manner the founding of the first Negro church
helped to relieve the tension of the Negro status in
late eighteenth century America.

Richard Allen, the

founder of the African Methodist Episcopal Church,
was born a slave in Fhiladelphia.l6

With his entire

15I.awrence Hayden,, }J)l.sonry Among Colored :Men in :aassachusetts, '!he Masonic :Eress, Boston, 1871, ll-15.
16w.. Brown Posey, '!he Development of Methodism in the
Old Southwest, vVeatherford Printing Co., Alabama,

1933, 4-6 ..

11

family he was sold to a planter living near Dover,
Delaware where he grew into manhood.

Coming under the

Christian influence, he was converted in 1777 and began his career as a minister· three years later.

His

master was impressed by Allen's sincere and genuine
piet~,

and permitted him to conduct prayers and to preach

in the big house.

17

T.he master himself finally became

one of Allen's converts, then feeling that slavery was
wrong, permitted both Allen and his brother to purchase themselves for two thousand dollars
ciated currency of the Revolutionary War.

1~

the depre-

As a freed-

man, Allen did not depend upon the followers of his
religious teachings for a live]ihood 1 but hau1ed wood
and did other menial work to support himself and
Rreached during his free time.

later, the Reverend

Richard Watcoat, on the Baltimore circui.'i- of ministers,
-t:"o

permitted Allen travel with

hi~

Then Bishop

A~bury

of the Methodist church began to give him Rreaching
assignments..

Alle:Jl went to F.h ilade lphia in 1786.:, and

was in vi ted to preaclt at the St. George Methodist
Episcopal Church, and other churches in that city.
17 woodson, Negro In Our History, 345.

12
It may be well

t~

note that the colored people had

no churches of their own at that time.

Therefore,

they attended churches of white congregations.
Allen soon saw the Reculiar needs of his people, l8
and being a man of independent character, strict
integrity, business tact,, and thrifty habits, he
decided to do something about it. 19
Richard Allen and his followers withdrew from
the St. George Church where segregation was practiced
within the sacred edifice, and formed the Free African Society, which was at first, more of a sociaL
uplift organization. 20

Absalom Jones who had been

co-organizer with: Allen differed with him. on the
plans of the new society, and withdrew, taking with
him a few of the followers who formed into a group
called the African
Thomas.

Pr~testant

Episcopal

Chu~ch

of st.

'!he majority of the people however, remained

with Allen and organized Bethel Church.

A site was

secured and in 1794 the church was dedicated.
Similar African religio~ societies were begun in

1 8 Ibid.

t

347.

~~Ibid. ' 350.

De laney, 10-11.

13

Baltimore, Maryland, Attleboro, Massachusetts and
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

Maintaining themselves

independently throughout the remainder of the
eighteenth century, they formed a national church
organization in 1816 in Philadelphia, elected
Richard Allen their first functioning
hav~

bish~p~

and

continued to wield a powerful religious, cul-

tural and educational influence to the present
day .. 21
Thus the church and the secret order lodge
became the joint focus of social, domestic and
religious life, and also the most potent uplift
movement in every Negro community. as well as a Rerpetual monument to the ideals of Prince Hall and
Bisho:g_ Richard Allen.

Minu..-tes of early meetings

held by the above organizations have been found and
read but no evidence could be found to indicate that
Benjamin Banneker was a msmber of either

grouR~

He

did, however, attend some services of the Society
of Friends. 22
21N.. E. cameron, '!be .EVolution of the Negro, Argosy Co.,
New York, 1929, 321.
22 De
laney I cr igin, 16.

14
From the description just given of the rise of
all-Negro organizations two facts are evident regarding the status of the colored people in the
last half of the eighteenth

cent~ry.

In the first

place, religious expression was the chief outlet
through which race people could gather into groups
without creating friction or suspicion on the part
of their white

n~ighbors.

Even in the South where

cruel treatment was prevalent and insurrections
sometimes occ-urred, colored people could gather in
limited numbers to discuss the Bible and to pray. 2 3
From those prayer meetings resulted classes in
reading and writing as well as such national movements as have just been described.

The seccnd fact

made plain by the formation of Negro organizations
was the dependence of the early Negro pioneers upon
the cooperation of their white friends for the complete success they desirect. 24 In like manner of
the pioneers described, Benjamin Banneker also has

2J

J.w. Cromwell, The Negro in American History,
D. Appleton Century Co., New York, 1923, 39o
24Ibid., 46-48.

15

influential_ Ca-ucasian friends who recognized his
great genius and aided him in the

successful attain-

ment of his goals.
~ith

the invention of the cotton gin in 1793

by Eli ',Vhitney, a new change took place in America
regarding the status of the Negro.

25

The cotton

gin did the work of separating the cotton from the
seeds with such rapidity that a man operating one
machine could do as much work as three hundred men
working by hand.

The south which had formerly suf-

fered financial losses because of her inability to
furnish the markets with as much cotton a_s could have
been sold, due to poor methods of cleaning the cotton,
realized that the cotton gin would soon make cotton
"King" over woolens, lindsey-woolens, linen and other
fabrics most generally used at that time. 26

To

insure a rapid production of cotton for the North
and foreign markets it was absolutely necessary for

25 Ibid.

t

53.

26 Ibid.' 58.

16

the planters not only to keep the Negroes in
slavery which they owned at the time, but also to
import thousands of others from the coast and interior of Africa.
flourish.

Thus the slave trade began to

Dark days had begun for the Negro in his

desire for freedom.

To justify the evils of slavery

numerous doctrines and opinions were widely advanced
to discredit the Negro as well as to show that he was
incapable of conducting himself as a free man.

27

For personal reasons, numerous people previously
identified as "friends of freedom" changed their
point of view, becoming either pro slavery through
rationalization, or silent on the questiom and thereby ceasing to offend their slave neighbors or busi28
ness associates of the cotton-producing South.
Congressional action had made it clear at even
an earlier date that the non-interference policy as
set forth in a special report on March 5, li790,
27
Hosea, A '!rea tise, 45.
2 8 ;7ill
iam c.. Ne 11, 'lbe Colored Patriots of the American Revolution, Wynn & Jacobs, Printers, Boston,

1855' 223 •.

17
would be for many years the attitude of Congress on
the slavery question.

As a result of a memorial from

the Quakers in their annual meeting in Fhiladelphia
and New York in 178~ requesting that Congress adopt
measures for the abolition of slavery~ 9 and a similiar.· one shortly afterwards from the Pennsylvania
Society for the Abolition of Slavery, bearing the
signature of its president, Benjamin Franklin, Congress engaged in much discussion of the slavery question.30

The following decisions resulted after much

debate and committee work, showing clearly that Congress did not care to risk discord among the newly
formed states by interfering with their individual
slavery problems.

Upon investigation of the Constitu-

tion the committee found that::
t'irs tly: That the General Government is
expressly restrained from prohibiting the
exportation of such persons as any of the
States now existing shall think proper to
admit until the year 1808 •••
Secondly: Tilat Congress, by a fair construction of the Constitution are egually restrained from interfering in tlie emancipation of slaves, who already are, or who may,

29 Ibid.

t

234, 242.

30woodson, Negro in our History, 359.
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within the period mentioned be imported
into, or born within any of the said
States •••
Thirdly: T.hat Congress have no authority
to interfere in the internal regulations
of particular States, relative to the
instructions of slaves in the principles
of morality and religion; to their comfortable clothing; accommodations and
subsistence; to the regulation of their
marriages, and the prevention of the
violation thereof, or to the separation ·
of children from their parents; to a comfortable provision in cases of sickness,
age, or infirmity; or to the seizure,
transportation, or sale of free negroes;
but have the fulliest confidence in the
wisdom and humanity of the Legislatures of
the several States, that they will revise
their laws from time to time, when necessary,
and promote the objects mentioned in the
memorials, and every other measure that3 fh~
may tend to the happiness of slaves ••• ··
F.rom a careful study of representative State
Legislatures it was clear that the majority attitude
among state governments was to humiliate and degrade
the Negro below the status of a man.

Note the follow-

ing practices:
1. T.he right to hold office was taken away from

the free Negroes in Virginia and by a law passed in
1723, they were not allowed to vote.

The act stated

31 The Annals of Congress, ii, Gales & Seaton,

v7a shington, 1834, l4l4.
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that "no negro, mulatto, or Indian shall hereafter have any vote at the elections of burgesses
or any elections whatever ••• "32
2. Ih Maryland, the birthplace and residence
of Benjamin Banneker, free Negroes had the right to
vote down to 1783.

Ih that year it was enacted that

"no colored person freed thereafter, nor the issue
of such, should be allowed to vote, or to hold any
office, or to give evidence against any white, or to
enjoy any other rights of a freeman than the possession
of property, and redress at law, or
jury to person or property ••• n3 3

e~uality

for in-

3. The right of free movement which the free
Negro possessed during tha colonial

~riod,

was mora

and mora restricted toward the end of the century.

In

1793, fre·e Negroes in Virginia were forbidden to ent er th e s tat e t o t a k e up permanen t resl. d ence. 34

"A free negro living within the state coald not go
from one town or county to another to seek employment wi thou:t a copy of his register which was kept
32 work, Negro Yearbook, 527. Also, . Guild, Black Laws,
33101.
cooper, The Statutes, 59.
34
Freedom's Journal, New York, March 30, 1827.
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in the court of his county or corporation."
Violators of the law were often committed to jail
until they made proof of their freedom and paid the
ja ilor:•s fee. 35
4. Referring again to the law of Maryland which
greatly restricted Banneker and without a doubt
accounted for his failure to visit other cities and
thereby broaden his experience, the following is noted:
Any negro who might leave Maryland and
remain away over thirty days, would be
deemed a non-resident and liable to
the law, unless before leaving he should
deposit with the county clerk a written
statement of his plans, or on returning,
could prove by certificate that he had
been data ined by sickness or coercion.: !6
Different attitudes were taken by Negroes themselves concerning their treatment in the ijhited
States.

The masses of slaves resented the bondage

but realized that they as individuals were powerless
to do anything about it.

Most free Negroes of the

time recognized that the existing caste system restricted them to the most menial drudgery for purposes of earning a living and made their mode of
35 charles Johnson, Race Relations· Adjustments of
\ihites and Negroes in the Unitea States, Farrar &
.
.
36 Rhinehart, N.Y., 1934, l23.
~.7.J. Simmons, Men of Mark, Revell Publ1sh1ng Co. •
Cleveland, 1887, 291.

21

life very little better than that of their slave
relatives.

In an effort to live as peacefully as

possible that majority of colored people submitted
to the humiliating treatment they received and tried
to avoid all types of racial clashes.

As slaves they

were loyal to their masters, and as freedmen and
freemen submissive to the whites with whom they came
in contact.

Negro historians have recorded life

stories of thousands who could be classified in that
group.

A very small groUR of race members from 1750

to 1800 were radical, highlr emotional men who resented bondage so intensely that they would rather risk
death than remain slaves.

Many of that small group

became successful runaway slaves finding freedom and
safety in the North, with the Indians, or in Canada. 3 7
Others of that group participated in insurrections
thereby causing many innocent people to suffer as a
result of their activit1es. 38
The third and most successful group of colored
people during that period was made up of those who
took a cooperative "good neighbor" attitude regard-

37
, 29.
38 Eppes
Iha c. Brown, The Story of the American Negro, The
Friendship Press, New York, 1936, ~16.

....-
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ing slavery and tried to prove by their example
that slaves and free Negroes were mentally equal to
others, and, if given an opportunity could be successful members of society.

Hundreds of thrifty members

of that class purchased their own freedom, bought
their relatives for purposes of freeing them,_ acquired property, considerable wealth; they struggled
to gain an education and resulted in beco·ming writers,
artists, teachers, ministers, doctors, dentists, and.
scientists, - and thus became the spiritual and temporal leaders of the Negro race of the eighteenth century.39

By

far the most outstanding member of the

group was the versatile astronomer, mathematician,
sc ien tis t, muse ian, free. landowner • and cultured
gentleman, Benjamin Banneker, who was cited by P-hilosophers and statesmen during his era, 1750-1800, to
challenge the existing doctrines regarding the mental
inferiority of the Negro.

Although mindful of the

slight esteem to which the Negro was held and the unstable position regarding his people·''s personal safety, that man of broad reading and keen intellect,
39

Journal of Ne~ro History, III, Washington D.C.,
April 1918, 3 l-327.
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compelled to assume a meek spirit without recourse
to debate among his provincial acquaintances, found
through his mechanical and intellectual pursui.ts an
escape from the numerous social inequalities of his
day thereby earning for himself the title, "Father
of Negro Enlightenment".

CHAPTER II
THE BIOGRAPHY OF BANNEKER
Benjamin Banneker, more fortunate than the
majority of Negroes of his era, was born a free
man, an ancestry which could be directly and proudly traced for two generati0ns, and remained an independent property owner until his death.

This

colonial man of color was born November 9, 1731 in
Baltimore County, Maryland.

Most historians agree

on the date of his birth since that date was recorded in an old Banneker family Bible. ·Although
not available now, this Bible was often used for
recording important happenings during the lifetime
of Banneker.

It was seen by a member of the Elli-

cott family who preserved the most accurate account
of :Mr. Banneker•s life.

1

The notation of signifi-

cant family data in a family Bible was a colonial
custom which is still practiced by many families
of the twentieth

century~

Among the notations in

the Banneker Bible were the following:
1 J •. Saurin Norris, "Sketch ofthe Life of Benjamin
Eanneker from Notes Taken in 1836," Froceedings,
of the Maryland Historical Society for 1837, J .. D.
Toy & Company, Ba 1 timore, 1837., 2.
24

II!'"

I bought this Book of Anora Buskanan,
the 4th day of January, 1763 •••
Benjamin Banneker was born November the
9th, in the year of the lord God,
1731 ... Robert Banneker depar~ed this
life, July the lOth, 1759 •••
Banneker was tinged w i th the background of the
English indentured servant and the tribesman imbued
witn African culture; Banneker-•s grandmother, Molly
Yle lsh, was a native of Eh.gland who came to America
with a ship-load of other emigrants and was sold
in Maryland as an indentured servant to a mas te.r
with whom she' served an apprenticeship of seven
years.

Maryland was an English colony at that time

and Miss ·;!e lsh who had been unjus tl~ accused of an
offense in her native country, of which she was in. nocent, 3 eagerly took refuge in America despite
the fact that she had to become a
her expenses on the VQ;yage. 4

servan~

to defray

As the price o_f land

was very cheap in those days, Molly Welsh bought a
small farm with the "freedom dues" she received
2

Ibid. t 5.
3 A.
Mott, Biographical Sketches and Interesting Anecdotes of Persons of Color, Mott & Mason, Printers,
York, 1826, 43.
4 New
Ibid., 45. Also, Brawley, Builders, 134.
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upon the expiration of her term of service. 5

B.y 1692 the English-born woman had been so successful with her farm that she was able to purchase two Negro slaves who had just been ·brought
from Africa.

One of these two men, Banaky, was

reported to have been a descendant of African
Royalty.6

The latter statement is significant when

it is recalled

that many African tribes had a

highly developed form of civilization when the
white man came to the shores of their continent.
Their membership and royal standing in a clan
could be compared with the clan units which existed throughout Eurone during the medieval era.

7

Many of the energetic Africans were tool makers
and workers in meta1. 8 Sold into Affierican slavery
against his will, .Banaky never completely adjusted
to it.

However, he did not revolt to the

being classified as an incorrigible slave.

poin~

of

He was

described by one writer as, "intelligent, of agreeable presence, dignified manner and contemplative
5woodson, Ne~ro In OUr History, 98.
6Journal ofhe American MUseum, Ehiladelphia, Junel5,
1787. Also Cromwell, 341.
7 apinion
of the writer as result of study.
8 Eppes, 45.
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habits." 9

As a worker on the farm however, the same

writer stated that Banaky was not as good a worker

one

as his companion.

who resented servitude her-

self, Molly Welsh later liberated the two men whom
she had purchased as slaves.

La ten', Miss Welsh and

Banaky (who later spelled it Banneker ), were married.•
From his mother• s grandparents, Benjamin Banneker inherited characteristics which were dominant in his
personality.

Tb

the union were born four children,

the eldest of whom. was Mary, the mother of Benjamin
Banneker ..
Banneker•s parents were thrifty people who
created a home atmosphere for their family comparable.- to that of other poor colonial families in Mary10
land.
When Mary Banneker was married in 1730 to a
native African baptized "Robert", he had such a high
regard for the

clan~

ancestry of Banaky and such an

utter distaste for the American practice of slavery,
that he accepted the name Banaky, later known as
11
Eanneker, for his family name.
Robert had at one
9 Faucet, For Freedom, 28.
lOMartha E. TYson, Banneker the Atric-American Astrono11mel1' Toy&. Company, Baltimore, 1884.
Norris, Sketch, 7 ..
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tima been a slave.

There is difference of statement

as to how he obtained his freedom.

Cne writer

stated that after their marriage, his wife, a free
woman, purchased his freedom. 12 There is no satisfactory proof given for that statement, and

judging

from. the scare ity of funds in the elder Banneker
family·such action seems highly improbable.

'Ihe

majority of writers contend that Robert purchased his
own freedom.
farmer, and in

He was a very progressive and energetic
~737,

just seven years after his marri-

age, purchased a one-hundred acre farm for the price
of seventeen thousand pounds of tobacco.l3

This farm

was located in a "primeval wilderness II! in Baltimore
County, about ten miles from Baltimore, Maryland.
Ih these surroundings little Benjamin, the oldest
child, and his sisters romped and played, helped with
chores around the farm, and learned practical lessons
of family love, respect, and loyalty.
12 "'Ihe African Repos i toryn:, IW, Froceedin~s of the
American Colonization society, Brintedy order of
the Society, vva shington, 1829, 42.
13 "'lhe Negro Benjamin Banneker",.· Records of the Columbia Historical society, XX, PUblished by the Society,
·;:ashington, D.. c. , 1917, 309-311~
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Banneker•s formal education, although of
a short duration, was so thoroughly received that he
gained mastery of the 'rudiments of reading, writing,
and arithmetic, and used this limited knowledge as a
tool with which to pry into intellectual and scientific myateries.

One contemporary said that Banneker

had a photographic type of mind which enabled him to
remember in most accurate detail nearly everything
that he experienced.

The Bible which has been a

source of inspiration and subject matter for philosophers, past and present, was a dominant influence
in the education of Banneker.
shown in his later writings.

Its

effec~

was clearly

Mrs. Molly Banneker,

Benjamin''s grandmother began the boy's education
even before he attended school, by teaching him to
read.

According to the writer,
"She took great delight in his learning. She much desired to see him grow
up a religious man and encouraged him
to read the Holy Scriptures. For the
advancement of this object whilst he
was yet a boy, she wrote to her native
country for a large Bible, ·from which
he used to read to her on each sabbath
day. nl4

14 Ibid., 313. Also, John H• E. latrobe, "Memoir of
Benjamin Banneker", :Froceedings of the Maryland
Historical Society for 1854,; J.D. Toy and Company,
Baltimore, 1854, 3.
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Grandmother Banneker also sent him to a
school which was taught near their residence where

a

few white and two or three colored children received
together, the instructions of the same master.

In

the school, a private one, as was the custom of that
part of the country, Banneker showed an instinctive
ability to grasp the mathematical concept.

He

thoroughly mastered it in a relatively shorter time
than any other member of his class, black or

white~

In fact, several biographers related in memoirs that
he. cheerfully solved arithmetic problems for numerous
children in the community.

i:.nother au thor stated

regarding his interest in arithmetic thus:
all the rest of the boys

playa~

"whilst

and were seeking amuse-

ment, Benjamin's only delight was to dive into his
b oo k s~••• "15
According to Mr. James Me HBnry, statesman, surgeon, end one time secretary of War, who wrote an
abbreviated biography of BanAeker years later, Banneker
progressed in school as a pupil with outstanding ability,
learning with unusual speed, and mastering arithmetic as

l5Rights of All, New York, March 28, 1828.
Norris, sketch, 15.

Also,
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far as "double position".

A careful research into

obsclete mathematical texts disclosed that "double
position" was the method of solving_ an algebraic
question by assuming two numbers and working with
each as if it were the true answer, and

eventual~y

finding the true answer through comparison of the
errors.

'Ihe following rule is quoted from

Ea ton•s

Arithmetic, of 1857:
"Rule: Assume any two numbers and proceed
with each as the conditions of the question required; compare each result with the
result given in the ~uestion and call each
difference an error; multiply the first
as_sumed number by the second error and the
second assumed number by the first error;
then if both assumed numbers are too great,
or both are too small, divide the difference
of the products by the difference of :t.he
errors; but if one assumed number is too
great and the other too small, divide the
sum of the products by the sum of the errors;
in either case, the quotient will be tha
number sought.nls
The rule for double position is not only rather clumsy,
but does not work in all cases.

As a resuLt, it has

been dropped in favor of a simple algebraic solution
which was unknown in colonial days.
There can be found no recorded statement of the
'

reason for Banneker•·s leaving school or the actual time

16John R. Eaton, Arithmetic, Massey EUblishing Company,
New York, la57, 35.
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when this private school education ceased.

Yet in an

attempt to find a cause for his cessation of formal
education there seem to be many possible answers to
the question.

The death of Banneker•s grandmother and

perhaps the indiference of

Banneker~•s

parents to for-

mal education;, the failure of the schoolmaste'r to
keep a

clas~

large enough to adequately support his

material needs, consequently resulting in his departure
from Baltimore; the mastery of the rudiments of education as far as was taught in the grammar school
classes apd Banneker•s inability of attending college
because of either his race, his scarcity of funds,
or both; the pressing duties on the Banneker farm,;
causing him to have insufficient leisure for continuing in school; all might be advance4 as possible reasons for his leaving school.
7fi

th a mastery of the rudiments such· as Banne-

ker had no doubt acquired during his 'years of schooling, it is easy to understand how he was able to progress from the known to the unknown and increase his
knowledge far after his schooling ceased.

At the
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age of twenty-eight, Benjamin_had to assume full
responsibility of the Banaky clan, due to the death
of his father, Robert Banneker.

He maintained a

well stocked farm, earned a living through the sale
and barter of his produce, yet sufficient leisure
to continue his mechanical experiments, his explorations in the field of nature study, and his reading
of history and literature. 17
Every memoir writer and narrator who mentioned
Banneker•·s early life referred to the unusual clock,
one of, if not the very first to be made in Maryland
out of all American materials, and that by a Negro
youth scarcely out of his teens. 18 It created quite
a sensation causing the people to come from miles
away to gaze upon this product of a Negro bra in.
The clock is said to have kept accurate time, striking the hours, and to have run-continuously for more
than twenty years~l9

It was made entirely of wood,

17 cromwell, 98. Also, Minutes and Proceedings of the
First Annual Convention of the People of Co lor,
Printed by the Society, 32 North Hill Place, Philadelphia, 1831, 49..r50.
18 Carter G. V7o odson, 'Ihe Education of the Negro l?r ior
to 1861, As soc ia ted PUblishers, Washington, D•. c.,
191926, 57 •
.Ib.i.d., 59. Also, Norris, A Sketch, 14.
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and Banneker•s only

mode~

It is conceivable from

had been a small watch.

such statements that his time

for months, or perhaps years, must have been measured by countless weary hours of painstaking effort of
th~

trial and error method with weights, springs, and

making tests of wood for hardness, durability,
resonance, and beauty.

No doubt, endless comparisons

of accuracy to determine exact measurements within the
small watch, his only standard recording time, were
made,then the results compared with the many times
enlarged model he was using in his clock.

Frequently

baffled with the numerous problems of flexibility,
resonancy, et cetera, of wood, the sole

materia~

used in clocks of the day, yet strengthened with
the vision of the perfected machine, he did not falter.
The finished clock which accurately functioned over
two decades, was the logical and triumphant reward
for such weary and toilsome hours of research and experimentation.
Ih the following quotation from a memoir describing a visit made to Banneker•s home, the clock is

35
referred to thus:
••• whilst they were conversing, his
clock struck the hour and at their
request he gave them an interesting
account of its cons true tion. With
his imperfect tools, and with no
other model than a borrowed watch,
it had cost him long and patient
labor to perfect it; to make the
variation necessary to cause it to
strike the hours and produce a concert of correct action between the hour,
the minute and the second machinery.
He confessed that its regularity in
pointing out the progress of time had
amply rewarded all his pains in its
cons true tion. 20
Referring to clocks in general it is ·s 1gnificant to note that Banneker, when given the place in
history he deserves, merits honorable mention with
Eli Terry, Seth Thomas, and other American pioneers
in clock making.

Authentic sources were searched

and the

general information obtained:

follo~ing

1. Clock makers in America date back to the
beginning of the nineteenth century, although about
ten years earlier, 1790, one or two pioneers engaged
in the making of occasional clocks for customers who
could afford to pay the expensive charges.21
20
ratrobe, "Memoir", 19.
21 Mantoux,
95.. Also, Devere Allen ed., Adventurous AmericansL Farrar and Rhinehart, New York, l932, 190-1~
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2. American clocks were first manufactured
about 1800, by Eli Terry.

His clocks became popular

and he continued in business until his death, when
his sons succeeded him under the name of the Terry
Manufacturing Company.

Many neighboring establish-

ments were soon engaged in clock manufacturing and
Conneticut thus became and has always remained the
centre of the clock industry in the United States.22
3.

Ih the beginning, clock movements were con-

structed of wood and in the better clocks the pendulum
was of wood overlaid with gold leaf. 23
Although ignored by chroniclers of clocks and
clockmakers, possibly because of background or taboos
of the period, plain historic honesty forces the conclusion that Banneker foreshadowed by about forty
years the results of such men as Eli Terry and Seth
Thomas whose fame has descended to our day.
efforts brought

the~

Their

lasting fame and fortune through

patents and devious ways.

A search of the patent

22 Henry suzza llo, ed., The Na tiona 1 Encyclopedia III,
23 P.. F.- Collier & Son Corporation, New York, ll8-l20.
Ibid •• 121.

office records revealed no information concerning
Banneker•s clock, a fact which when compared with
other known attitudes which he possessed, led the
writer to believe that being a scientist at heart
he ·:.as interested solely in being of service to humanity, and not in the financial gain therefrom.

Had

Maryland on the other hand enjoyed a balanced social
perspective when Banneker made his clock in 1751, she
could have capitalized on his knowledge and art in
clock making, and outstripped her sister colony Connecticut, making herself the center of the clock industry,
while at the same time have permitted Banneker•s
genius a maximum fulfillment with the best equipment,
active cooperation, sympathetic environment and ample
means, thus altering today''s historic annals.

An event of very great significance in the
quiet neighborhood where Barmeker•s clock had created
such a sensation, was the erection in 1772 of the
flour mills at what is now called Ellicott City.24
The machinery, so crude and antiquated by present standards, was more than a nine days wonder in those far-oft

24cr omwe 11, 110.
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days.

One writer refers to the mills thus:
The valley where Ellicott and Company
built their manufacturies for flour
••• was, until the sound of their axes
and hammers were heard, a favorite
resorz5of deer, wild turkeys and other
game.
Having a well stocked farm near by, the proprie-

tors of Ellicott mills purchased many of their workmen's provisions from Banneker while the erection of
the machinery was taking place.

Among the others,

Eanneker delighted in watching the mills even after
their novelty had worn off.

Tb understand its con-

struction and function was to enlarge the sphere of
his knowledge of mechanics.

the erection of the

mills and the coming of the Ellicotts to the neighborhood marked a new era of intellectual development for
26
Benjamin Ba nneker.
After the mills were completed a store was
erected by the Ellicott Company.

Roads and bridges

were also built, thus establishing intercourse with
distant m.d neighboring towns.

In one part of the

25 erawley, .Early Ne~ro American Writers, Chapel Hill,
North Carolina, University of North Carolina Press,
261935, 76.
Tyson, Banneker, 194. Also, n'Dle Negro Benjamin
Banneker 11 , Records, 23.
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store. a post office was housed while in another,
there were chambers where the planters and other
gentry of Elkridge assembled for the sale of their
grain, for the purchase of necessary merchandise,
for the receipt of letters and newspapers, and, most
frequently of all, to discuss the news of the day.
By the time the Ellicott general store was a
thriving community necessity, Banneker was in his
early forties.

He had acquired a knowledge of l.i tera-

ture, history, arithmetic, mechanics, natural science,
and the classical languages, most uncommon for the general public of his day.

27

He favorably attracted

the notice of George Ellicott, one of the flour merchants, who, himself was a literary scholar.

Elli-

cott explained many perplexing educational problems
to Eanneker and further aided the clock maker's education by loaning him scores of books and teaching
him much of the information that Ellicott had learned
in college.

Between the two men of intellect there

grew a strong bond of friendship and mutual understanding.
27

Ellicott never failed, when an opportunity

Cromwell, 165..

Also, Eppes, 113.
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arose, to introduce Banneker to other s.cholars.
One writer stated in reference to Banneker•s conduct
while in the Ellicott general store:
'Here in conversation with those who
valued attainments so unusual in a
man of color, accompanied also, by
general good conduct, Banneker was
sometimes induced to overcome the
modest reserve for which he has always been represen~ed as having been
conspicuous, and speak from the
volumes of his traditionary lore; of
the occupation of Maryland by our first
colonists, their disappointments and
difficulties. 0:: cas ionally he would
be led to mention his owm labors in the
pursuit of knowledge, without the aid
of those auxiliaries wisch had since
been presented to him.
Banneker had become expert in the solu tiO(J of
difficult mathematical problems which were then, more
than in

th~

of leisure.

present century, the amusement of persons
Problems were frequently sent to him by

scholars residing in different parts of the country
who wished to test his capacity.29
He is reported to have been successful in every
case, and sometimes, he returned his answer with one
of his own mathematical puzzles written in rhyme.
28

29 Faucet, For Freedom, 41.
Benjamin Banneker, Banneker,• s Almanack and Ephemeris
for the Year of our Lord 1793, Goddard and Angell,
Baltimore, 1792, 11.
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Around 1788 Ellicott encouraged Banneker to
begin the study of astronomy by loaning him three
books on the subject, and some astronomical instruments.
Banneker was an apt pupil, using the sky as his laboratory, and after a year of dilligent study mastered the
fundamentals of astronomy.

At that time. he was des-

cribed by one of his contemnoraries in the following
manner:

B.Y the time Banneker was 58 years of
age, he had, from his uncommon circumstances, became quite celebrated and
no strangers who visited his neighborhood were willing to depart without
conversing with him, or visiting his
cottage .. 30
In another memoir one of Banneker"s contempora-

ries who visited him in 1790 described the visit thus:
He was so occupied that he did not
observe us enter. He received us
courteously. He alluded to his love
of astronomy and his deep interest in
mathematical pursuits, and regretted
his slow progress therein, from the
laborious nature of his agricultural
engagements, which obliged him to
spend a great part of his time in the
fields.31
30

H. Gregoire, De I.a Litterature des Negres, 'Ihe Argosy
Fress, Brooklyn, 1810, 67-68.
31 Norris,
Sketch, 23.
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·ahen Banneker was nearly sixty years of age he
exhibited his ability as a business man and at the
same time paved the road for his intense study of
astronomy that was to follow.

He surveyed his land,

then sold it to Ellicott and Company for the amount
. 32

of 180 pounds in Maryland currency of that day.

The terms of the contract were stiRUlated so that
Banneker reserved to himself a life estate on the
far~

and instead of receiving his entire payment at

once, received 12 pounds year~y.33

He had estimated

this annual payment by the probable duration of his
own life, and in conference with assignees remarked:
I believe I shall live fifteen years,.
and considering my land woth 180
pounds Maryland currency, by receiving twelve pounds a year for fifteen
years, I shall in contemplated time
receive its full value. If, on the
contrary, I die before that day, you
will be at liberty to take possession.34

Banneker lived several years beyond the computation, yet, the Ellicotts continued payment of the
annuity until his death.

;~Ibid.'

28.
'!Yson, 98. Also, Mott, 90.
34 Latrobe, "Memoir" • 16.
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Having sold his estate he still cultivated
sufficient ground to occupy him with outdoor labor
and was often seen hoeing in the cornfield, trimming
fruit trees, or observing one of nature's many wonders.
He devoted most of his time to the study of astronomy
and despite his lack of adequate instruments, became
so proficient in the art that in 1789 ae was able to
successfully calculate an eclipse. 35

In

~79~ he made

an almanac for the following year, which was called,
Banneker•s Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland and Virginia Almanack and Ephemeris for the Year of Our Lord,
1792.

· 'lhrough the efforts of his friend, James McHenry,
a Maryland senator, and Uhited States Secretary of War
from 1796 to 1798, a contact was made with Goddard
and Angell, FUblishers who paid Banneker a fair sum
for his work and published it. 36

Mr. McHenry's letter

of introduction which was included in the preface of
this almanac, was just the proper endorsement Banneker
needed for his work.

'lhe almanac like others of the

day, contained calculations showing the differen·t
35 Letter from Banneker to George Ellicott, O:!tober 13,
1789, T,yson, 62.
36 t .
'Z69

S e 1ner,

v

•
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aspects of the planets, a table of motions of the
sun and moon, and their risings and settings.

~

them also were found interesting extracts from
bo'oks and news papers, and much 1 i terary and his torical information.
So successful was the first almanac Banneker
calculated, that many firms were anxious to issue
his works thereafter. 37 By ~795 Banneker•s popularity
as an almanac calculator was at its height, for in that
year his almanac was published by six different companies.

For one of those companies,

s.

and J. Adams,

three different editions were published during the
same year.

The following quotation from the

~

Almanack gives a brief insight into the depth of the
astronomer's ability:
••• The sun, which seems to perform its
daily stages throqgh the sky is in tnis
respect fixed and immovable; •tis the
great axle of heaven, about which the
globe we inh~bit, and other more spacious
-orbs, wheel their stated courses. A line
extended from side to side through the
center of that resplendent orb, would
measure more than eight hundred thousand
miles: A girdle formed to go round its circumference, would require a length of
millions •••
37

Benjamin Banneker, Journal, William Young, Printer,
Philadelphia, 1859, 20, 23, 34. Notations of PUblishing Company transactions are found on the above pages.
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That which we call alternately the morning and evening star, as in one part of
the orbit he rides foremost in the procession of the night, in other ushers in
and anticipates the dawn, is a planetary
world, which with the four others, that
so wonderfully vary their mystic dance,
are in themselves dar~ bodies, and thine
only by reflection ••• 8
Ih 1796 when Banneker calculated the almanac for

the next year, he realized that he was too aged and
ill to remain outdoors every night in order to observe the heavenly bodies and continue his almanacs.
At the age of sixty-five he therefore retired from
the circle of colonial almanac makers and satisfied
his scientific desires by reading and by recording
notations in his journal. 3 9
At the height of his career Banneker was described
as a large man of noble appearance with venerable
hair, wearing a coat of superfine drab broadcloth, 40
and again as "of black complexion, medium stature, of
unoommonly soft and gentlemanly manners and pleasing
colloquial powers."

38

41

Ba.nneker,
land and Vir
0
our Lord,

B.

32.

~~Cromwell, 109.
'TYson, 203.

41 The Atlantic Monthly, XI, Ticknor and Fields, Boston,

1869, 47 ..
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lh the following quotation much insight is
given into the character of Banneker.
lh the year 1800 I c ommenc ed my engagements in the store of Ellicott••s
mills, where my first acquaintance with
Benjamin Banneker began. He often came
to the store to purchase articles for
his own use. I was anxious to wait upon
him. After making his purchases he usually
went to the part of the store where George
Ellicott was in the habit of sitting, to
converse with him about the affairs of our
Government, and other matters. He was very
precise in conversation and exhibited deep
reflection. His deportment whenever I saw
him, appeared to be ,t:e rfectly upright and
correct, and he seemed to be acquainted with
everything of importance that was passing in
the country.42
Although adequate proof could not be obtained to
state with absolute certainty the date of Banneker•s
death, it has been agreed upon by leading authorities
on Negro historx that he died in the autumn of 1804.43
lh a tribute to Banneker which was published years
later in the Atlantic Monthly, it was stated:
Banneker died in the year 1804, beloved and
respected by all who knew him. Though no
monument marks the spot where he was born
and lived2a true and high life, and was
buried, yet, history must record that the
most original scientific intellect which the
South has yet produced, was that of the pure
African, Benjamin Banneker.44
42
Norris, Sketch, 41.
43 cromwell, 115. Woodson, Negro In Our History, 205.
Eppes, 97.
44Atlantic Monthly, 49.

CHAPTER III
THE BANNEKER JOURNAL

Benjamin Banneker in keeping a journal can be
compared with the English secretary to Queen Anne,
Fepys, for in both cases the men recorded actual happenings of the limited world in which they lived, furnished
facts which could be checked with counter-happenings,
gave insight into the variety of activities experienced
by them and indicated the highly organized method
which they employed in recording their experiences.

1

Like Bepys, Banneker considered insignificant details
as necessary to note as he did happenings of a more
important nature.

Unlike Pepys, Banneker was not a

man of royal surroundings who could spend much of
every day writing and still earn a living.

He was a

farmer, and thus living in a limited environment, enjoyed the pleasure of writing only when such

~iterary

work did not affect his duties on the one pundred acre
farm. which he owned and so capably managed.2
1 John Smith, Life Journals and Correspondence of Fepys,
Richard Griffin Neville, PUblisher, London, 1825, 17.
2 Cromwell, 135.
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The book in which Banneker made his notations
was called by him the Journal and in it the astronomer wrote frequently although not at regular intervals.
After careful Rerusal the writer chose those notations for citation here which were representative of
the variety of Banneker•s interests.

Writings in

this book fell into four groups being first, notations
which dealt with Banneker•s relationship with his
neighbors; second, notations which indicated the
type of estat.e Banneker maintained; third,, notations
regarding Banneker•s financial transactions; and last,
notations which indicated the writer's deep interest
in natural science and mathematics.
The first two notations to be cited here, showed
no entry date but from internal evidence they can be
linked with the

p~riod

in which Banneker studied

intensely to supplement his knowledge of astronomy
and mathematics for the purpose of computing his
almanaq.

His first almanac was computed in 1791 for

the following year.

On Cctober 13, 1789, he wrote a

letter to one of his fellow astronomers explaining
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other astronomical inconsistencies of the textbook writers and scholars, Leadbeater and Ferguson. 3
In a Journal entry where no date was given but which

was evidently written near the same time, be wrote:
Errors that ought to be corrected in
my Astronomical Tables are these; 2 vol.
Leadbea ter, p. 204; when anomaly is 4s 30o,
the equation 3o 38• 41" ought to have been
3o 28 1 4". In equation, P• 155;> the logarithm
of his distance from, 0 ought to have been 6
in the second place from the index, instead
of 7, that is from the time that his anomaly
is 3s 24o until it is 4s Oo.4
"No doubt, both Ferguson and le adbea ter would
have looked incredulous, had they been informed that
their labored works had been reviewed and corrected
by a free Negro in the wilderness of Maryland."5

At another time Banneker questioned the findings
of Dr.

Ferguson.~

as taken from the

'!he following is a direct quotation
Journal~

It appears to me that the wisest men may
at times be in error: for instance, Dr.
Ferguson informs us that when the sun is
12o of either node at the time of full,
that the moon will be eclipsed: but I
find, according to his method of projecting a lunar eclipse, there will be none
by the above elements, and yet the sun is
within 110 46• 11" of the moon's ascending
3

'!Yson,, 62.
4:sanneker, Journal, 25.
5cromwell, 143.
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node.. But the moon being in her·
apogee prevents the appearance of
this eclipse.6
For Banneker to have been able to detect mistakes
in the works of such, ].earned scholars, certainly
indicated his unusual

gras~

of mathematics despite

his lack of formal college training.
Giving a date of

be~tween

~789

and

~790

to the

two cited Journal notations and knowing with certainty
that April 13, 1803, about a year before Banneker•s
death, the last notation was made, it is reasonable to
conclude that Banneker''s writings took place in about
the last fifteen years of his life, when he was a
well established farmer whose income gave him more
leisure than he had formerly enjoyed. 7 By far, the
majority of his Journal notations wera concerned with
natural science as he observed it around him. 8
December 23, 179<1: About 3 o:ttclock, I
heard the sound and felt the shock like
unto heavy thunder. I went out but could
not observe any cloud above the horizon.
I therefore conclude it must be a greah
aarth-quake in some part of the globe.
6

:sa nneker , Jo urna 1 , 29.
7Tyson, 201. Also, latrobe, 11 Memoir". 18. Also J.L
Ingram, "A History of Slavery and Serfdom", American
Review, I, Macmillan Company, Mew York,, 1896, 78.
8 Banneker, Jo urna1, 17.
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As an exhibit of his sensitivity to the speed

of sound he noted that several seconds elapsed
between his hearing a certain discharge of a gun and
the coming of the bullets into his range of vision.
He wrote:
August 27, E797: standing at my door
r heard the discharge of a gun, and in
four or five seconds of time, after discharge, the small shots came rattling
about me, one or two of which struck the
house, which plainly demonstrates that
the velocity of sound is greater than
that of a cannon bullet.9
On further perusal of his

~ournal

it was noted

that he made extensive observation over a period of
months to determine the reason for a particular vacancy among the beehives on his farm.
The following quotation will aRtly· illustrate
the

metbQdic~l

character of his mind in contrast with

that of the casual observer::
January, 1797: In the month of January,
1797, on a pleasant day for the season,
I observed my honey bees to be out of
their hives, and they seemed very busy,
all but one hive. Upon examination I
found all the bees bad evacuated this
hive, and left not a drop of honey behind
them. On the 9th February ensuing, I
killed the neighboring hives of bees on
9

Ibid.' 31.
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a special occasion, and found a great
quantity of honey, considering the
season, which I imagine the stronger
had violently taken the weaker, and
the weaker had pursued them to their
home, resolved to be benefitted by
their labour or die in the contest. 10
Banneker made extensive observation and study
over a term of forty-eigh.t years, determined the habits,
of locusts, their usefulness, and the underlying cauaes
of "locust year".ll

At the age of 69, he wrote the

following:
April, 1800: The first great locust year
that I can remember was 1749.. I was then
about seventeen years of age, when thousands of them came and were creeping up
the trees and bushes. I then imagined they
came to eat and destroy the fruit of the
earth, and would occasion a famine in the
land. I therefore began to kill and destroy
them, but soon saw that my labour was in
vain, and therefore gave over my pretension.
Again in the year 1766, which fs seventeen
years after their first appearance, they
made a second, and appeared to me to be full
and numerous as the first. I then, being
abou~ thirty-four years of age, had more
senee than to endeavor to destroJ them,
knowing they were not so pernicious to the
fruit of the earth as I imagined they would
be. Again in the year li783, which was seventeen years since their second appearance to me,
10
11 Ibid. ' 18.

';Voodson, Negro In OUr History, 138.

5.3

they made their third; and they may be
expected again in the year 1800, which
is seventeen years since their third
appearance to ae. so that it I may venture
to express it, t~~ir periodical. return is
seventeen years.
.
Continuing the observation and conclusion of his
study, Banneker referred to his astronomical knowledge
thus:
••• but they, like the comets, make but
a short stay with us. The female has a
sting in her tail as sharp and hard as a
thorn, with which she perforates the
branches of the trees, and in the holes
lays eggs. The branch soon dies and falls.
Then the egg, by some occult cause immerges ~ic),
a great depth into the earth, and there continues for the space of seventeen years as
aforesaid. I like to forgot to inform, (sic)
that if their lives are short they are merry.'
They begin to sing or make a noise from first
they come out of the earth, •til they die.
The hindermost part rots off, and it does
not appear to be any pain to them, for t~~y
still continue on singing •til they die •.
Still a student of nature at the age when most
people would have retired, he recorded in his

Journ~l

on February 2, 1803, this observation:
February 2, 1803: 1h the morning part of
the day, there arose a very dark cloud,
12

Banneker, Journal, 20. Also, Woodson, Negro In Our
History, 139. Also, Vernon Loggins, The Ne~ro Author,
13 New York, Columbia University Press, 1931,33.
Banneker, Journal, 26.
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followed by snow and bail. A flash
of lightening and loud thunder crack; and
then the storm abated until afternoon,
when another cloud arose at the same
point, viz: the north-west, with a beautiful shower of snow. But what beautified
the snow was the brightness of the sun,
which waa near setting at the time. I
looked for the rainbow, or rather snowbow;
bu~ I think the snow was too dense a nature
to exhibit the representation of the bow
in the cloud ••• ~e above was followed by
very cold weather for a few days.l4
Despite a few persons who envied his financial
independence and his intellectual genius, Banneker had
friendly and cooperative relations with his neighbors,
white as well as black. Most historians of his biography mention it. 15 Numerous notations in his Journal
could be cited to show the relationship that existed:
11pril 30, 1785: On the 30th day of
April, 1795 1 lent John Ford five dollars,
!. 17s 6d. lb
The writer found no notation indicating that the
same John Ford repaid the loan to Banneker.

Another

en try was this ::
December 12, 1797: 12th of December, 1797 1
bought a pound of candles at ls 8d. Sold
to John Collins 2 ~ts. of dried peaches 6d.
1 qt. mead 4 d. 17

14 Ibid. 1 27 •
15Norris, Sketch, 23. latrobe, "Memoir", 5. Tyson, 143.
I~Banneker 1 Journal, 7.
Ibid. t 42.
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It is reasonable to decide that the candles were
purchased from Ellicott Mills, where the only general
store of that region existed.
It is important in the evaluation of Banneker
to realize that although he had sold his land for an
annuity to the Ellicotts, being thereby financially
provided for, he continued farming to a certain
degree even until nearly the last year of his life.
Note the following as it is borne in mind that the
probable date of his death was 1804, in early autumn.
March 26, 1803: On the 26th of March,
came Joshua Sanks wit~ 3 or 4 bushels of
turnips to feed cows. 8
Then less than three weeks later:
April 13, 1803: 13th of Aprii, 1803,
planted beans and sowed cabbage seed. 19
In addition to Banrieker•s annual income from the

sale of his land, he received money from numerous
publishing companies for his almanacs •. 20 cne notation
dated April 2, 1795, referred to his successful dealings with Butler, Edwards, and Kiddy, which had been
uninterrupted since his first almanac in 1792.
18 Ib. d
19 l • • 16 •.
Ibid., 17.
20 Logglns,
Negro Author, 142.
267 ..

Also, Brown, Rising SOQ 1
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April 2, l79S: Sold on tha 2nd day of
April, 1795, to Butler, Edwards and
K1ddy, the right of an Almanac, for the
year 1796, for fhe sum of 80 dollars,
equal to ~ 30. 2
The fact that the above company continued to use
Banneker•s almanacs each year, popularizing them so that
other companies also used his works, is the finest
single proof that Banneker had overcome race prejudice
in an intellectual way, by convincing his generation
that he, a Negro, had a mind equal to that of white
astronomers in the same field.

Along with Banneker:t.s

letters and almanacs, his quaint Journal used as an
informal note-book to recall significant happenings
to his mind, has stood through the centuries following,
as accurate source material to give sidelights on his
unusua 1 character,; to prove his contributions to his
generation and to foster the race1•s intellectual uplift.

CHAPTE.'R IV
BANNEKER'S SIGNIFICANT LETTERS
Several letters which show significant sidelights on the Negro astronomer, will be evaluated in
this chapter.

they have proved interesting as to

content, general arrangement, and expressions of
personal

feelings~

In addition to indicating pre-

vailing customs of the times, they also give much
insight into the life of Banneker, the genius, one who
convinced his friends and enemies that the Negro was
the intellectual equal to other races of men.
A student of historical research 1s denied, un-

fortunately, the majority of Banneker.•s letters because due to unexplained circumstances the astronomer's comfortable log cabin mysteriously caught fire
destroying not only his numerous papers but his famous
clock and all his personal effects.

The only items

preserved were the three letters for discussion in
1
this chapter; the Journal, and a few books •
1

r.a trobe, "Memoir", 53.

Also, Norris, Sketch, 48.
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The first of the three letters to be considered
here was dated "October 13, 1789" and addressed to
the flour merchant and friend of Banneker, Mr. George
Ellicott.

Although a technical missive, a lay

student.could recognize the general idea that Banneker
was a ttemJ?"t-ing to present..

·EVidently, preceding this

letter Banneker had sent an astronomical prediction
to Ellicott which was slight].y incorrect and as a
resurt the latter who was guiding Banneker in his
study of the solar system, had pointed out Banneker 1 s
mistakes and referred him to certaia rules in
textbooks,.

2

It begins:

Sir,

I received your letter, at the hand
of Be 11 but found nothing strange to me
in the letter cone erning the number of
~lipses, tho according to authors the
Edge of the penumber only touches the suns
Limb in that Eclips, that I left out of the
Number - which happens April li4th day, at
a7 minutes past 7 o'clock in the morning,
and is the first we shall have; but since
you wrote me, I drew in the Equations of
the. Node which will cause a small
Solar De fe t ••• 3

2 Eppes, ll7p Also, Robert R. Moten, What the Negro
Thinks, TUskegee Institute, TUskegee, Ala., 1929, 349.
3Norris, Sketch, 50.
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EXplaining that he understood the rule and how
his mistake occurred, as well as indicating that he
was at that time occupied with the study of astronomy
for the purpose, later of

pub~ishing

an almanac, he

continued:
••• but as I did not intend to publish,
I was not so very peticular(sic), as I
should have been, but was more intent
upon the true method of projecting a
Solar cclips.~ic). It is an easy matter
for us when a Diagram is laid down before
us, to draw one in resemblance of it, but
it is a hard matter for young 1Yroes in
Astronomy, when only the Elements for the
projection is laid down before him to dra!
his Diagram with any degree of certainty.
He then cited the opinionB of

tw~

learned men in

that field, one who counted time from left. to right,
and the other, vice-versa:
Says the Learned Iaadbeater, the projection I shall here describe, is that
mentioned by Mr. Flamsted~ ~ben the
sun is in Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra,
2C or pia. or Sagi tary, the axes of the
ECliptic, but when the sun is in Capricorn, Aquaruis, Pisces, Aries, 'Ib.urus, or
Gemini, then to the left.
Says the wise author Ferguson, when the
sun is in Capricorn, Aquarui&, Pisces, Aries,
'lb. urus, and Gemini, the Northern half of
the Earth's axes lies to the right hand of the
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Axes of the Eb liptic and to the left
hand, whilst the sun is on the other
six signs. 5
Recognizing that such difference in method
employed by astronomers made it difficult for him to
understand a certain difficult

poin~.

he continued:

Now, Mr. Ellicott, two such learned
gentlemen as the above mentioned, one in
direct opposition to the other, stagnates
young beginners, but I hope the stagnation
will not be of long duration, for this I
observe that Leadbeater counts the time on
the path of Vertex 1. 2. 3. and C. from the
right to the left hand or from the consequent to the antecedent, - But Ferguson on
the path of Vertex, counts the time 1. 2. 3.
and c. from the left to the right hand,
according to the order of numbers, so that
is regular, shall compensate for irregularity.6
Judging himself to be near the mastery of the
art of almanac making,, but still not quite ready to
submit his projections to the public, he concluded:
Now sir, if I can overcome this difficulty,
I doubt not being able to calculate a
Common .A lmana1'- Sir, no more 1
But remain your faithful friend,
· Benjamin Banneker
Mr. George Ellicott, C:Ct. 13th, 17897

~Ibid.
7 Ibid.
Ibid.

t

t
t

51.
51.

52.

61
Banneker•s first calculations for public use
were made in 1791 for the year following. 8 He
therefore must have spent the next two years in constant study and application to augment his knowledge
of the heavens.
The following was one of Banneker•s rhymed mathematical poems which was sent to George Ellicott for
solution.

This problem, frequentliy mentioned by Negro

historians, is important because it reveals indirectly,
the type of learning in early America which was tinctured
with British tradition, namely, reading, writing, and
scanning of Latin. and Greek poetry. 9 Being a mathematic ian as well as a scholar who was proficient in Fl'"ench,
I.a tin,

and Greek, Banneker strengthened the orderly

prodesses of his mind by such mathematical exercises.
Banneker.•s Mathematical Poem
A Cooper and Vintner sat down for a talk,

Both being so groggy, that niether could walk,

8

r.etter from James McHenry to Etlitors of publishing
company, "Ereface", B. Banneker, Almanack for 1792, 2.
9 r.e tter from Miss Lucy Chase. to Miss Martha Stevenson,
The Freedmen's Record, ri, NO. 7, PUblished by order
of the EXecutive Committee, New England Freedmen•:s A id
society, Boston, July, 1866 •.
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Says Coa.per to Vintner, ·"I'm the first of my trade,
'Ihere';s no kind of vessel, but what I have made,
And of any shape, Sir, ju~t what you will,
And of any size, Sir, from a ton to a gill",
Th.en says the Vinter, "your•r e the man for me,
Make me a vessel, if we can agree.
T.he top and the bottom diameter define,
To hear that proportion as fifteen to nine;
'Ihirty-five inches are just what I crave,
No more and no less, in the depth, will I hav~
Just thirty-nine gallons this vessel must hold,
Then I will reward you with silver and gold,
Give my your promise, my honest old friend?"
So the next day the Cooper his work to discharge,
Soon made the new vessel, but made it too large;
He took out some staves, which made it too small,
And then cursed the vessel, the Vintner and all.
He beat on his breast, "By the Powers!" he swore,
He never would work at his trade any more.
Now my worthy friend, find out, if you can,
The vessel's dimensions and comfort the manJlO
Benjamin Banneker
In an appendix attached to this study the solution

to Banneker•s problem appears.

It was solved by a stu-

dent of higher mathematic, dir.ec tor of the Co llier•s
Research Bureau, New York City, for the purpose of
this thesis ..
Ih her explanation she stated that according to

present day standards it would be necessary for one to
be a superior student in the higher mathematics of high
lO .ttauce
.,
t , 39 ..
132 ..

Also, woodson, Negro In Our History,
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school in order to solve or create a problem such as
Ba nneker had done ..
Certainly such a statement from a twentieth
century mathematician coupled with scientific proof,
would indicate that for his age Banneker had attained
the educational advancement equal to an advanced
college graduate of the early nineteenth century.
An author, Mrs. Suzanna Mason, visited

11

Banneke~'s

humble abode with a member of the Ellicott family in
1797.

After that visit Mrs. Mason, in writing a letter

to Eanneker also resorted to a custom of the day which
was practiced by literary people.
in rhyme ..

She wrote her letter

Although this entire letter is appended to

the paper, a part of it will be quoted now to show the
high regard of Banneker in his community.

Mrs. Mason,

herself a Caucasian writer, would not have publicly
ex:gressed her views of Banneker had he not been generally
accepted by other white people of the age.

She wrote:

Transmitted on the wings of Fame,
Thine EClat sounding with thy name,.
Well, pleased, I heard, ere •twas my lot
Tb see thee in thy humble cot.
11

woodson, Education, 79.85. Mr. woodson quotes the
prerequisites for receiving a first degree then a
masters degree from Harvard and Yale Universities in
the eighteenth century.
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That genius smiled upon thy birth,
And application called it forth;
That times and tides thou could••st presage,
And traverse the Celestial stage,
Where shining globes their circles run,
Inswift rotation round the sun;
Could•st tell how planets in their way,
From. order ne•er were known to stray;
sun, moon, and stars, when they will rise,
wben sink below the upper skies;
·;;hen an eclipse shall veil their light, 12
And, hide their splendor from our sight.
Banneker•s long record of seemly and worthy conduct, his scrupuLous regard for his cherished heritage
and his unquestioned intellect made him merit the following compliment:
But thou, a man exal th high,,
Co,nspicuous in the world''s keen eye,
On record now, they name's enrolled,
And future ages will be told,
There lived a man named 1§anneker,
An African As tronomer,J
In Banneker 1 s answer to Mrs. Mason, although in

prose, the tone of it indicated that his powers were
still unimpared in his advanced age.
August,
Dear Female Friend:-

26th~

1797

! have thought of you
every day since I saw you last, and of my

12 Latrobe "Memoir " 59.
13
t
,
,
Ibid. t 59.
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promise in respect of composing some
verses for your amusement, but I am very
much indisposed, and have been ever since
that time. I have a constant pain in my
head, a P-alpitation in my flesh, and I
may say I am attended with a complication of disorders, at this present writing'· so that I cannot with any pleasure
or delight, gratify your curios-ity in that
particular, at this present time, yet I
say my will is good to oblige you, if I
had it in my power, because you gave me
good advice, and edifying language, in
that piece of poetry which you were
pleased to present unto me, and I can but
love and thank you for the same; and if
ever it should be in my power to be of
service to you, in any measure, your
reasonable requests, shall be armed with
odedience of,
Your sincere friend and well-wisher,
Benjamin Banneker
Mrs. Susanna Mason
N•. B..

The above is mean writing, done
with trembling hands.
B.. B. 14
~:lhen

Banneker finished his first almanac, he

dispatched a

mant;~script

copy of it to Thomas' Jefferson,

then Secretary of State, along with a rather lengthy
letter pleading for Jefferson's influence in bring14

Ibid •• 60.
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ing about a rightful recognition of the true worth
of the Negro. 15 lhe letter is wort~y of special consideration because it is not only a revelation of
Banneker•s social and racial forces, but is in itself
a masterpiece of oratory and logic for the abolition
of

slavery ..
Maryland, Baltimore County,
August 19, 1791
Sir,
I am fully sensible of the greatness
of the freedom. I take with you on the
present occasion, a liberty which seemed
scarceLy allowable, when I reflected Olit
that distinguished and dignified station
in which you stand, and the almost general
prejudice which is so prevalent in the 16
world against those of my complexion •••

The following paragraph stated the late eighteenth
century conception of Negro mentality and sensibility,
thus:
It is a truth too well attested, to
need proof here, that we are a race of
beings, who have long laboured under
the abuse and censure of the world;
that we have long been looked upon
with an eye of contempt; and considered
rather a brutish than human, and
.. scarcely capable of mental endowments.
15
16Loggins, 98.

Also, Cromwell, 146.
Copy of a Letter from~ Benjamin Banneker
to the secretary of State with His Answer, Daniel
Lawrence Printer, 33 Nor~ Fourth Street, Philadelphia,
1833 J 21.
B~Banneker,
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I hope I may safely admit, in conseof the report which has reached
me, that you are a man far less inflexible in sentiments of this nature, than
many others, that you are measurably
friendly, and well disposed toward us;
and that you are willing to lend your
aid and assistance for our relief from;
those many distresses, and numerous
calamities, to which we are reduced.
If this is founded in truth, I apprehend you will embrace every opportunity
to eradicate that train of absurd and false
ideas and opinions, which so generally
prevail with respect to us; and that your
sentiments are concurrent with mine, which
are, that one universal Father hath given
being to us all, that He hath not only
made us all one flesh, but that He hath also,
without partiality, afforded us all the
same sensations, and endowed us all with
the same faculties; and that, however variable
we may be in society or religion, however,
·
diversified in situation or in colour, we
are all of the same family, and stand in
the same relation to Him.
IT these are sentiments of which you
are fully persuaded, you cannot but acknowledge,
that it is the indispensable duty of those
who maintain for themselves the rights of
human nature, and who profess the obligation of t£7se principles~ should lead
a 11 to.. •
.
~uence

Then considering the abolition of slavery, a
test as to the white mai"1!'s sincerity is cited, as

l?lbJ.·d., 3 ' 4 , and 5

.
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he continued:
I have long been convinced, that if
your love for yourselves, and for
those inestimable laws whic~ preserved to
you. the rights of human nature, was
founded on sincerity you could not but
be solicitous,, that every individual,
of whatever rank or distinction, might
with you equally enjoy the blessings
thereof; neither could you rest satisfied short of the most active effusion of your
exertions, in order to their promotion from
any state of degradation, to which the unjustifiable cruelty and barbarism of men
may have. reduced them ••• l8
FUrther paragraphs

elo~uently

exhibited dignity

of race pride and thankfulness to God that the writer·
was one whose, body and mind were exponents of the
liberty he advocated.
I freely and cheerfully acknowledge,
that I am of the African race, and in
that colour which is natural to them,
of the deepest dye; and it is under as a
sense of the most profound gratitude to
the Supreme Ruler of the Universe, that
I now confess to you, that I am not under
that state of tyrannical thralldom, and
inhuman, captivity, to which many.
of my brethen are doomed, but that I
have abundantly tasted of the fruition
of those blessings, which proceed from
that free and unequalled libert~ with
which you are favoured; and which I
hope you will willingly allow that you
have mercifully received ••• l9

18
19Ibid., 6.

Ibid.' 7-8.
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Recalling to Jefferson''s mind the American
Revolution as a time when the colonists could recognize
clearly the injustices of slavery, he continued:
Suffer me to recall to your mind that
time, in which the arms of the British
crown were exerted, with respect to
every powerful effort, in order to
reduce you to a state of servitude; look
back, I interest you, on the variety of
dangers to which you were exposed; reflect
on that period in which even hope and
fortitude wore the aspect of inability
to the conflict, and you cannot but be
led to a serious and grateful sense of
your miraculous and providential preservation, you cannot but acknowledge that the
present freedom ••• and tranquillity which
you enjoy, you have mercifully received,
and that it is the peculiar blessing of
heaven.
lhis, Sir, was a time when you clearly
saw into the injustice of a state of Slavery,
and in which you had just apprehensions of
the horrors of its condition. It was then
that your obhorrence thereof was so excited,
that you publicly held forth this truth and
invaluable doctrlne, which is worthy to be
recorded and remembered in all succeeding
ages.20
Eanneker then reminded Jefferson of the inalienable
rights of man for which the Revolutionary War was
fought.

He declared that the success of that war dia

not mean freedom for his "brethen" who were held under
20 Ibid.

t

14.
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"groaning captivity and cruel oppression". 21

Realizing

that it would be of little benefit for him to suggest
methods for the abolition of slavery or for him to go
into further detail concerning the prejudices shown
}J'egroes, Banneker concluded that part of his letter
by stating:
Your knowledge of the situation of my
brethen is too extensive to need a
recital here ••• but you put your soul
in their soul's stead, thus shall your
hearts ~e enlarged with kindness and
benevolence towards them; and thus
shall you need neither the direction
of myself or others~ in what manner
to proceed therein.~2
Explaining that his original design was merely to
write a short letter asking Jefferson to accept a copy
of his almanac which was enclosed, and stating that his
"sympathy and affection" for his race had caused his
enlargement thus far, Banneker then began to discuss
23
the almanac and his interest in astronomy. · He
stated that the Almanack for 1792 was the production of
his "arduous study in his advanced stage of life". 24

2 1 Ibid. , 15.
2 2 Ib i d. • ~6- 17.
~i Ibid.,, 18.

Ibid.. 18.
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Banneker admitted that for many years he had had
unbounded desires to become acquainted with the
secrets of nature and that through his own1 assiduous
application to astronomical study that he had finally
gratified his curiosity therein.
Referring to his work in 1791 as one of the men
on the Commission to survey the federal territory
which was to become the permanent seat of the government, Banneker disclosed the following facts:
••• and although I had almost declined
to make my calculation for the ensuing
year, in conseq~ence of the time which
I had alloted for it; being taken up at
the Federal Territory, by the req\lest of
Mr •. Andrew Ellicott, yet I industriously
applied myself thereto, and hope I have
accomplished it with correctness and
accuracy.25
Ih closing, Banneker told

he was sending the

~omas

manuscrip~_copy

Jefferson that

of the almanac to

him notwithstanding the fact that later the same
almanac would be published; because he wanted the
Secretary of State to have an earlier inspection of it
as well as to view it in the astr.onomer•s own handwriting.

26

~~Ibid.' 18-19.
Ibid. ' 19.
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Doubtless the most." important fact revealed by
Banneker in his letter to Thomas Jefferson was the
knowledge that he had been honored in 179li as a member of the federal commission to survey the land and
lay out a plan for buildings in the new capital,
Washington, D.

c..

'Ihe United States government had

begun with George Washington's inaguration in 1789,
but there was yet no permanent official home for the
government.

1h the second session of the First Con-

gress, on June 8, 1790, Senator p. Butler introduced
a bill recommending that a site on the POtomac River

be selected for the c~pita1. 27

Much debate in both

Houses followed this recommendation.

An issue of

North against South ensued with the northern representatives attempting to away opinion for choosing
Fhiladelphia which was in the center of the nation's
wealth, and the southern gentlemen contending that for
the balance of power a southern location should be
chosen. 28 An~ extract from President washington's
message to the House of Representatives at the
27
28 Annals of Congress, II, 1690.
Ibid., 1690, 1691, 1693, 1715-1766.
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beginning of the Third Session of the First Congress
will disclose that a southern location had been given
first sonsideration:
Commissioners have been appointed by
the President to survey and limit a part
of the territory of ten miles square on
both sides of the POtomac, so as to
comprehend Georgetown, for a permanent
seat of government; §election of sites tor
public buildings ••• 2
~

his proclamation, on March 30, 1791 President

·aa shington located the permanent seat of government
within the limits of the territory as surveyed by his
commissioners some weeks earlier. 30 Since Maryland
and Virginia had ceded the territory to the government, and because Baltimore was less than fifteen
miles from the location of the land to be surveyed, it
seems natural that mathematicians from those states
would be asked to assist in the work of planning the
Capitol..

Pierre Charles D'Enfant, the French-

American architect who had remodelled the Federal
House in Philadelphia was appointed chief architect
ana Andrew 2llicott of Maryland was chosen as one of
29

State Fapers: Foreign Relations, I, Second Congress,
First Session, 16-18~
30American State Fapers: Miscellaneous, I, Sixth Congress, Second Session, 219.
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his assistants~ 31

Through the influence of Ellicott,

Eanneker was invited to assist with the work.

Benne-

ker 1 s scientific attainments and professional skill
were thus rewarded when he had reached the age of
fifty-nine.

He accepted the invitatiomand shared in

fixing the boundaries of the District of Columbia, in
the selection of the site of the capital building, in
locating an eligible spot for the

~ecutive

the Treasury and other buildings. 32

Mansion,

Because he

constantly diaagreed with Washington and Jefferson,
L'Enfant was dismissed from the Commission and t&e
assistants completed the work.

So satisfactory was

Banneker•s work, so refined his manners, and so agreeable a companion was he that despite prevailing customs
of that age, the Commissioners invited him again and
again to a seat during their meals; at the same table
33
with themselves •••
From an investigation of Banneker•''s important
letters, it is evident that his friendly as well as

~~Ibid. '

219.
Cr omwe 11, 195 ..
33 Norris, Sketch, 62.
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business as soc ia tion with such

peop~e

as James

McHenry, Senator of Maryland, Andrew Ellicott,
scholar and prosP.erous business man of Ellicott
_Mills, susanna Mason, author, Monsieur Condorcet,
Secretary of the Academy of sciences at Paris, and
'Ihomas Jefferson, Secretary of State at that time,
was indeed an exception to the rule and codes governing the conduct of the Negro in that age.

CONCLUSION
Benjamin Banneker surmounted current unstable
social and political situations of late eighteenth
century America and proved by the power of his
intellect and his attainments that the Negro was
the mental equal to other races of men.

His intel-

lectual ability was tempered by a genuine and tolerant
spirit.

His mental attainments were superior to his

time and his place.

His talent was diversified and

his manner cultured and retiring.

He was aware that

since he lived in an era when slavery was an
accepted institution and in an era when it

wa~

uni-

versally believed that the Negro was unsusceptible
to attainments in arts and sciences, being naturally
inferior to the whites, Banneker could help his race
best by assuming a cooperative "good neighbor" attitude regarding the evils of slavery and thereby proving the stated theories to be false.
Quietly and precisely he went about his work; he
progressed rapidly while in school and continued his
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studies in literature, history, and arithmetic long
after his formal. education had ceased.

He maintained

a well stocked farm and was thus able to earn a
living by being his own employer.

Banneker continued

his mechanical experimen-ts during his leisure and climaxed his youthful accomplishments by the construction
of a striking clock.

In manhood, when the Ellicott

family became interested in him, loaning him books
and introducing him to their influential friends, Banneker further expanded his knowledge and realized
that every success he achieved would be used by hi$
observers as fresh proof of the Colored man's capacity.
Ih 1791 Eanneker was honored by being invited
to assist the committee of commissioners in surveying the federal territory and planning building sites
for the capital and other structures in what would be
the p; rmanent seat of the government, washington, D. c.
At sixty years of age his arduous study in the
science of astronomy was rewarded.

His first almanac

was published and so thoroughny was it needed by the
farmers in that locality, so accurately was it
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calculated and so well was it received by the
public that for the next five years Banneker1•s
services were engaged by leading publishing firms.
He supplied information about the heavenly bodies
not only to his native Maryland, but to Delaware,
Virginia, Bennsylvania, South Carolina, and Kentuck.f
until 1797 when, because of his advanced age, his
physical strength demanded_ that he retire.

He then

·occupied his alert mind with observations of natural
science. and with recording his findings in his Journal
until his death in the autumn of 1804.
Because of Banneker•·s influence on a section of
colonia 1 America, it seems permissible to name him
the Father of Negro

11

.Ebl igh tenment 11 in similar

phraseology to the new scholastic era then dawning in
France.

Contrary to the belief of many biographers

that no fitting memorial remains for Banneker, it is
the opinion of the writer that as long as Washington,
D.

c•. remains the seat of the Uni tsd States Gfovern-
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ment, the black man may point with pride to that
city•s architectural plan as a memorial to the
Negro's first name in the hall of fame:..

May history-

record that Benjamin Banneker was a character who
proved the colored
hostile, unstable

man'~

mental ability. under

conditions~

he pioneered the path

of advanced education for Frederick Douglass, Booker
T. Washington, George vva shington Carver, and countless

others in generations to come.

CRITICAL ESSAY ON AUTHORITIES

In compiling a bibliography for the study of
Benjamin Banneker, the writer was met with a major
difficulty, namely, that the leading historians of
the period did not include an evaluation of Banneker•s works in their books.

Most encyclopedias

included a brief paragraph concerning his accomplishments.

Negro historians have given him a few pages or

in some instances a single chapter.

The tendency

has been to enumerate his achievements in various
fields of his activity without going into sufficient
detail about any of them.

After searching through

volumes of books and making the above discovery, it
became necessary for me to examine,then critically
analyse Banneker•s own writings, to find references
to him in works of his contemporaries, to examine
periodicals of that era, and to trace his work for
the federal government through Congressional documents.

T.he source material used divides itself into

several classifications.
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Source Material

1.

Banneker:'s Writings

Benjamin Banneker, Copy of a letter from Benjamin
Banneker to the Secretary of state, with His Answer,
Daniel lawrence Frinter, 33 North Fourth Street,
Fhiladelphia, 1833.

T.he letter was written to Thomas

Jefferson, then Secretary of State, and accompanied
Eanneker's autographed almanac for the year 1792.
gave much insight into the sincere attitudes and
rough training Banneker possessed.

It
tho~

B. Banneker,

Journal, :"/illiam Young, Frinter, Corner of Chestnut
and Second Streets, .Fhiladelphia, 1859.

'lbe Journal

contains accounts of many of the authors experiences.
It is incomplete as an autobiography because in many
places entire years are omitted.

However, actual

dates of entry are given for most of the notations
and much valuable source

mat~rial

is made possible

through this journal.

B. Banneker 1 7 , Banneker 1 s
Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia

Almanack and Ephemeris for the Year of cur wrd, 1792,
Goddard and Angell, Baltimore, 1791.

This almanac
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contains in the Preface, a letter written by James
McHenry which introduced Banneker to the publLc as
a learned astronomer.

In addition to all the astrono-

mical calculations, italso contains many of Banneker•s
philosophical statements and historical observations.
The following almanacs include autobiographical
sketches of Banneker and are therefore very valuable
to this study:

B. B., Banneker:•s Almanack and Ephemeris

for the Year of Olr Lord, 1.793, Goddard and Angell,
Baltimore, 1792;

B. B. ,Banneker~•s Pennsylvania, Dela-

ware, Maryland, and Virginia Almanack and Epharis for
the Year of OUr Lord, 1794, John Crukshank, 87 High
Street, Fhiladelphia, 1793; B.B., Banneker••s Pennsylvania
Delaware, Virginia, Kentucky and North Carolina Almanack and Ephemeris for the Year of Our Lord, 1796,
Edwards, EBddie & Butler, Baltimore, 1795; B.B.,
Banneker •s Virginia, Pennsylvania 1 De 1aware 1 Maryland,
and Kentucky Almanack and Ephemeris for the Year of Our
Lord, 17S7, rrentiss and Murray R'inters, 1796.
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SOURCE MATERIAL

2. Biographies and Memoirs,

John H. B. Latrobe, "Memoir of Benjamin Banneker 1 "
Proceedings of the Maryland Historical Society for 1854,
J. D. Toy and Company: Baltimore, 1854.

J. Saurin

Norris, nsketch of the Life of Benjamin Banneker from
Notes taken in 1836", Proceedings, of the Maryland
Historical Society for 1837, J. D. Toy and Company,
Baltimore, 1837.

'Ihese two memoirs consist mostly

of excerpts from letters and papers left by Banneker,
together with verbatim accounts of people wlio actually
knew him.

The few statement made by the authors of

these memoirs have been checked with other happenings
and it is felt that both Norris and Latrobe were
accurate in their statements.

Martha Ellicott Tyson,

Banneker the Afric-American Astronomer, J. D. Toy and
Company, Baltimore, 1884; Mrs. TYson was a sister of
Banneker•s best white friend, Andrew Ellicott.
Although she was too young to remember Bannerker herself, most of her book consists of recollections of
Banneker as given her by her relatives.

Much of her
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material is too sympathetic to Banneker to be used.
However, her statements of tact coincide with statements of other authors and are therefore accurate.
"The Negro. Benjamin Banneker; AP tronomer and Ma thematic ian", Records, of the Columbia Historical Society,
XX, PUblished by the Society, Washington D.

c.,

1917;

accurate and critical.
Source Material

3. Collections of Letters

Faul L. Ford, Writings of Thomas Jeffers on, Vol. V,
The Macmillan Company, New York, 1899.

Jefferson's

letters to Mr. Condorcet, Secretqry of the Academy of
sciences at Faris, is included in this work.

Mr. Jefferson

v~ote

In 1791

telling Mr. Condorcet of Banneker•s

accomplishments and enclosed a copy of Banneker•s
Alamanack for 1792 •. In o:ther letters in the work, one
can see Jefferson's general opinion of the Negro
mentality.

B.C. Steiner, The Life and Correspondence

of James McHenry, the Burrows Brothers Company, Cleveland, 1907.

Many happenings mentioned by Banneker are

corroborated through the letters of McHenry who lived
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only a few miles from Banneker, 1s residence.

:McHenrYl's

letter introducing Bapneker to the printers, Goddard
and Angell is ·included in the work.
Journal and Correspondence of

J. Smith, Life,

Pe~,

Neville, PUblisher, London, 1825.

Richard Griffin

Many similarities

of style were noted between the journals of Pepys and
Banneker.
Source Material

4.

Contemporary Writings and

Rriodicals from 1750 to 1800, through the statements u
of pe0ple living in that era: s. Northyp, Twelve Years
A Slave, The Newcastle Press, London, 1853.

Sincere and accurate.

William

C~

Nell, The Colored

Patriots of the American Revolution, with Sketches of
Several Distinguished Colored Persons, To V'lhich Is Added
A Brief survey of the Condition and Prospects of

Colored Americans, Wynn and Jacobs, Printers, Boston,
1855.

Actual dates, places, and other facts given

which coincide with recordings of other historians.
Edward Hosea, A treatise on the Intellectual Character
and Civil and Political Condition of the Colored People
of the United States and the Prejudices EXercised
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Tbwards Them, Dozier Press, Boston, 1837. Although
slightly biased in favor of the Negro, it contains
much actual source material in sections.

T.W. Higgin-

son, Army Life in a Black Regiment, Applebury
Brothers, New York, 1870.

E. L. Higgins, The French

Revolution, Houghton Mifflin Company, New York, 1938.
Through the verbatim accounts of the various Ill rsonal.ities of the French Revolution as included in this
book, many references to the American Negro problem
are given.

EXcellent source material throughout.

John M. Seith,

A

Lecture on the Haytien Revolutions'

John Smith, Printer, New York, 1841.

A vivid and

a8curate sketch of the character of Toussaint L'Ouverture is given.

The style is too ornamented for

history but the facts are true.

w.

B. Posey, The Develop-

ment of Methodism in the Old Southwest, 1783-1824,
'~"leatherford

frinting Co., 'IUscaloosa, Ala., 1933.

Accurate and documented.
lawrence Hayden, Masonry Among Colored Men in Massachusett.J-..
The

~~sonic

Press, Boston, 1871.

Minutes and Proceedinga

of the First Annual Convention of the People of Color,
Frinted by order of the Society , 32 North Hill Place,
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Fh ilade lphia, 1831.

P. Monroe, A Textbook in the

History of Education. Macmillan Company, New York,
1928.

Facts, statements and examples of early colonial

curriculum

are given from source books of the era.

Documented.

1\.

Mott, Biographical Sketches and

Interesting Anecdotes of persons of Color, Mott and
Mason, Frinters, New York, 1826.

In some.tnstances the

author has errors of dates showing that she did not
carefully check the facts.

Tilere is much information

concerning Banneker•s family life which is accurate,
including a few new details which were checked and found
to be true.

H. Gregoire, Deia Literature des Negres,

The Argosy Fress, Brooklyn, 1810.

The discussion of

Banneker from a French point of view.
Cromwell,

~e

Accurate. J.W.

Negro In American History, D. Appleton-

Century Company, New York, 1925.
material used throughout.

Authentic source

Documented.

Vernon Loggins,

The Negro Author, New York, Columbia University Press,
1931.

Ih this book a critical evaluation is given 0f all

works by Negroes of the eighteenth and nineteenth centurie •
It contains an excellent

bibliography~
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Benjamin Brawley, .Early Negro American Writers,
Chapel Hill, North Carolina, University of North Carolina
Press, 1935.

Actual works of early Negro writers are

given in this book with a critical analysis and
bibliography. "'!he African Repository", IV, Proceedings,
of the American Colonization Society, Printed by order
of the Society, Washington, 1829.

An account of

Eanneker 1 s life and works is included.
New York, March 28, 1828.

Rights of All,

A critical article on the

conditions of the Negro in Maryland·is given.

Banneker

is cited as an ample of the mental aptitude in some of
the Race.

:Freedom's Journal, New York, March 30,)

1827. In a plea for the abolition of slavery a reference
is made to the work of Banneker by one of his contemporaries.

Journal of the American Museum, Fhila-

delphia, June 15, 1787, and March 9, 1805.

Articles

on the his tory of Maryland are given and .Banneke r:•s
accomplishments are given with an apology for his
race. Rreedom 1 s Journal, New York, March 30,

1823~
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An Article on Banneker•s clock is given.

The

Freed~

men•s Record, II, No. &, PUblished by order of the
EXec. Committee, New England Freedmen•s Aid Society,
Boston, July, 1866.

Ih a letter from Miss Lucy Chase

to Miss Stevenson, two teachers working for the
Society, they discuss the curriculum of Negro .schools
of the eighteenth century as compared with what they
have to work with in the nineteenth century.
actual text books given.
ed by Banneker.

11

Names of

several are the same as list-

Benjamin Banneker, the Negro As trono-

mer ", The Atlantic Monthl;I, XI, Ticknor and Fields,
135 washington Street, Boston, 1863.

Critical and

accurate evaluation•.
Source

Material~

5. Government Documents

Superintendent of Documents, Checklist of United
States Fublic Documents, 1789-1909, L, Government
Frinting Office, 'i,'a ::ohington, 1911.

'!his work was used

to locate documents concerning the surveying of territory for the nation's capitol.

Although complicated,

it was very helpful after the key to it had been
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thoroughly mastered.

Benjamin p. POore, Descrip-

tive Catalogue of the Government FUblications of the
United States, september 5, 1774 - March 4, 1881,
Government Printing Office, washington, 1885.

Tracing the

Congressional proceedings chronologically, it was easier
for the writer of Banneke:rr· to locate the subjects of
interest through Fbote•s catalogue than through the Check~·

However, it was frequently found that Poore's

references were to House and senate Journals which
were combined under

An~:als

had different page numbers.

of Congress, and therefore
Joseph Gales, Senior,

.

Annals of Congress, The Debates and Proceedings in the
Congress of the United States, II, March 3, 1789 to
1791, Gales and Sea ton, washington, 1834.
is g.( ven of the proposals for a
government.

p3

A report

rmanent seat of

Senators of Maryland referred to by

Banneker in his writings, were listed among those engaging in the debates.
Clair Clarke, ed.

Walter Lowrie and Matthew st.

American State Papers, Documents

Legislative and Executive of the Congress of the United
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States fran the First Session of the First to the
Third Session of the Thirteenth Congress, Inclusive,
I, Gales and Seaton, Washington, 1832.

The boundaries

of the territory of the federal government which
Banneker helped to survey, were given in one document;
in another of the same volume, the documents submitted
to Congress by :Major L'Enfant relative to his cla·im as
the

chief KUrveyor of the

tertitor~,

state Fa pers: Foreign Relations

I

I,

were given.

Second Congress'

First Session, in the annual message of President
Washington, a reference to his satisfactory work as
a surveyor is recorded.

Also in the same volume the

Journal of the House", First Congress, Third Session,
reference to the Federal Commissioners is given.
American State Papers: Miscellaneous, I, Sixth Congress·
Second Session,

a report ofthe Washington D.

Commissioners if given.

Elizabeth Donnan, ed.

c.
~

England and the Middle Colonies, (Documents Illustrative
of the History of the Slave Trade in America,)III,
Carnegie Institution of 'IVa shington, 't.'a shington, D. c.

,
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1935.

A few documents comparing Maryland laws with

those of Massachusetts are included.

J. P. Guild,

Black lliws of Virginia, Whittet and Shepperson Company,
Richmond, Virginia, 193.6.

lliws of Virginia which were

soon incorporated in Maryland during the eighteenth
century were included in this work, and proved helpful in disc overing the Negroesi• condition in early
America.

T. Cooper, ed., The Statutes of Maryland,

The Viking Press, New York, 1902.

Including statutes

for the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the
period covered in this thesis is included in this work.
Secondary Material. Early Nineteenth Century Books
As a rule, the only secondary works included in this
bibliography are those found to be free of bias.
Robert B. Lewis, Light and 'D:'uth, Collected from the
Bible and Ancient and Moaern History, Tile Newberry
Brothers Press, Boston, 1841.

Because the 'scope of

the book was too large, many sweepinK generalities
were given and therefore it was of very little use.
Martin R. Delaney, Tile Condition, Elevation, Emigration
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and Destiny of the Colored People of the United States.
The Rogers Frint Shop, Philadelphia, 1852.

This book

is an honest, but not an exhaustive or documented study.
Delaney, M. R., Qrigin and Objects of Ancient BraeMasonry, The Rogers Print Shop, Philadelphia, 1853.
The life and story of Prince Hall, the founder of Negro
Masons in America, is given and source material cited.
Secondary Material

Late Nineteenth Century Books

William ·:'ie lls Brown, 'lhe Black Man: His Antecedents, His
Genius, and His Achievments, Thomas Brothers, Printers,
5 Hill Street, Boston, 1863.
Banneker is given.

A short biography of

,;. ';;. Brown, The Rising Son, Thomas

Brothers, I:rinters, Boston, 1874.

'Ihe book, although

generally accurate disclosed an occasional statement
which had

b~en

previously quoted by earlier writers,

without sufficient to same.

w.

J. Simmons, Meru of Mark 1

Revell Fublishing Company, Cleveland, 1887.
text on early American Negroes.

An excellent

Critical and documented.

George ·;J. '\iilliams, History of the Negro Race in Ameri-
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ca, from 1619 to 1880, 2 Volumes, G. p. PU tnam• s
Sons, 29 West 32nd street, New York, 1883.

Volume

I, critically deals with the period of this study.
Documented.

J.

'!'.. 'j~ilson,

Press, Hartford, 1888 ..

Black Phalanx, The Early

'Ihe participation of the

Negro in the Revoluntionary War and other conflicts,
ia critically dealt with in this book.

Carter Goodwin

'No odson, The .Etluca tion of the Negro Prior to 1861,
'Ihe Associated Fublishers, Washington, D.

c.,

critical and honest, but not documented.

J. Eppes,

Accurate,

The Negro in American History, The Vanguard Press,
New York, 1852.

A good evaluation of the deeds of

American Negroes in the e.ighteenth, nineteenth, and
twentieth centuries.
Secondary Material

Periodicals.

Journals of Negro
History
Henry E. Baker, "Benjamin Banneker, the Negro '
Mathematician and Astronomer,"
III, ';.'ashington, D.

c.,

Journal of Negro History,

April, 1918.

A survey of

Banneker•s accomplishments is given in this article.
J. ·K.

Ingram, "A History of Slavery and Serfdom",

American Historical Review, I, Macmillan Company, New
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York, 1896.

Statements regarding Banneker•s genius

are given critically.
Secondary M8terial

~entieth

Century Books

Devere kllen, ed., i\dventurous .Americans, Farrar and
Rinehart , New York, 1932.
the period.

Good for background of

Benjamin Brawley, Negro Builders and Heroes,

University of North Carol ina tress, Chapel Hi 11, North
Carolina, 1935.

This work, characteristic of all

Brawley books, is accurate, critically treated, documented, and includes a helpful bibliography.

B. Braw-

ley, A Social History of the American Negro, University of North Carolina Bress, Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 1921,

Older than his other work, this book is

just as accurate and covers a larger lapse of time.
Ina C. Brown, 'Ih e Story of the American Negro, The
Friendship Bress, New York, 1936.

N. E. Cameron,

~

EVolution of the Negro, The Argosy Company, New York,
1929.

Fart 2, of this social history of the Negro, deals

with his relations in America.

B.

·H.

Doyle, 1h.!,

Etiquette of Race Relations in the South,.

))~ubledar,
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Doran & Company, New York, 1937.

This book is a

scientific study of rules of conduct between Negroes
and whites from colonial days to the present time.

w.

E. B. Du: Bois, Black Folk, Then and Now, A.

McClurg & Company, Chicago, 1939.

c.

Du Bois, The Gift

of Black Folk, The Stratford Company, Boston, 1924.
As Mr. Du Bois is one of the foremost Negro soholara,
it is natural that both of his books would be without
bias, accurate and documented.

MUoh information

A. Huff Faucet,

regarding the colonial Negro if given.

For :Freedom, Franklin :rublishing & Supply Company,
Philadelphia, 1927.

A rather elementary textbook but

based on source materials.

U. Faulkner, American ECo-

nomic History, Houghton Mifflin Company, New York,
1934.

American conditions during the eighteenth century

are treated in this book

an~

served to help for the

introductory part of this thesis.

T.

o.

Fuller,

Pictorial ·History of the American Negro, Pictorial
History Association, Memphis, Tenn., 1933.

Very little

proof given for unusual statements made by the author,

9'7

made the book of slight value in this study.

c.

J.

Johnson, The Negro in American Civilization, Henry
Holt & Company, New York, 1930.

Robert R. Moton,

Vlhat the Negro Thinks, 'IUskegee Institute, 'IUskegee,
Alabama, 1929, also, Garden City New York, Doubleday,
Doran

&

Company, Inc. , 1929.

J. B. It£11aster,

A

Scholarly and documented.

History of the Feople of the United

States from the Revolution to the Civil War, 8 Volumes,
D. Appleton & Company, New York, 1913.

Volume 1, deals

with the period of this study and was of help in the
writer's acquiring a background for introductory purposes.

G.

s. Merriam, The Negro and the Nation, Henry

Holt & Company, New York, 1906.

P. Mantoux, The In-

dustrial Revolution, F. A. Owena Company, New York,
1925.

The books by both Merriam and Mantoux, were

exelent texts and served in enabling the writer to
acquire a background of the period.

w.

D. Weatherford

and Charles Johnson, Race Relations, Adjustment of
·."ihites and Negroes in the United States,. Farrar and
Rinehart, New York, 1934.

The book deals more with

sociology than with history, yet, its comprehensive
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treatment of many historical facts concerning tqe
nineteenth and eighteenth centuries made it worthy
of consideration in this study.

Carter G. Woodson,

The History of the Negro Church, The Associated Press,
'r!ashington, D. c., 1921.

Carter G. Woodson, The

Ne~ro

Ih Our History, The Associated PUblishers, Washington,
·D.

c•. , 1922.

Both Woodson books are accurate ,contain

much source material and are without bias.

Monroe N.

Work, Negro Year Book; .kn Annual Encyclopedia of the
Negro, Tuskegee Institute, Tuskegee Alabama,
Negro Year Book PUblishing Company, 1938.

Abendant

statistical information given regarding the Negro in
America from 1750 to 1800.
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APPENDIX

The following is

I

~uoted

from Benjamin Banneker•s

PENNSYLVANIA, DELA';';,<\RE, MARYLAND AND VIRGINIA ALMANACK
AND EPHEMERIS FCR THE YEAR OF OUR LORD 1792.

"'Ihe Editors have taken the liberty to annex a
Letter from~~. M'Henry, containing Particulars respecting Benjamin, which, it is presumed, will prove more
acceptable to the Reader, than anything in the prefatory
way. "
•Baltimore, August 20, 1791
Messrs. Goddardand Angell,
Benjamin Banneker, a· free Negro, has calculated an
Alamanack, for the ensuing year, 1792, which being desirous to dispose of, to the best advantage, he has
requested me to aid his application to you for that
purpose. Having fully satisfied myself, with respect
to his title to this kind of authorship, if you can
agree with him for the price of his work, I may venture
to assure you it will do you credit, as Editors, while
it will afford you the opportunity to encourage talents
that have thus far surmounted the most discouraging
circumstances and prejudices.
This man is about fifty-nine years of age; he
was born in Baltimore County; his father was an
African, and his mother the offspring of African
parents. His father and mother having obtained their
freedom, were _enabled to send him to an obscure school,
where he learned, when a boy, reading, writing, and
arithmetic as far as double position; and to leave him,
at their deaths, a few acres of land, upon which he has
supported himself over since by means of economy and
constant labor, and preserved a fair reputation •.
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To struggle against want is no ways favourable
to improvement. What he learned, however, be did
not forget; for as some hours of leisure will occur
in the most toilsome lte, he availed himself of
these, not to read and acquire knowledge from writings
of genius and discovery, for of such he had none, but
to digest and apply, as occasions presented, the few
principles of the few rules of arithmetic he had been
taught in school. This kind of mental exercise formed
his chief amusement, and soon gave him a facility in
calculation that was often serviceable to his neighbours, and at length attracted the attention of the
Messrs. j'llicott, a family remarkable for their ingenuity and turn to useful mechanics. It is about
three years since Mr. George Ellicott lent him MAYER'S
TABLES, FERGUSON'S ASTRONOMY, LEADBEATER'S LUNAR-TABLES,
and some astronomic instruments; but without accompanying them with either human hint or instruction, that
might further his studies, or lead him to apply them to
any useful result. These books and instruments, the
first of the kind he had ever seen, opened a new world
to Benjamin, and from thenceforward, he employed his
leisure in astronomical researches. He now took up the
idea of the calculations for an ALMANACK, and actually
completed an entire set for the last year upon his original stock of arithmetic.
Encouraged by his first attempt, he entered upon
his calculation for 1792, which, as well as the former, ·
he began and finished without the least information, or
assistance, from any person, or otherbooks than those I
have mentioned; so that whatever merit is attached to
his present performance, is exclusively and peculiarly
his own.

101

I have been ·the more careful to investigate those
particulars,. and to ascertain their reality, as they
form an interesting fact in the History of Man; and as
you may want them to gratify curi~sity, I have no objection to your selecting them for your account of
Benjamin.
I consider this Negro a fresh proof that the
powers of the mind are disconnected with the colour of
the skin, ~r, in other words, a striking contradiction
to Mr •. Hum~•·s doctrine, that '' the Negroes are naturally
inferior to the whites, and unsusceptible of attainments in arts and sciences." In every civilized country
we shall find thousands of whites liberally educated,
and who have enjoyed greater opportunities of instruction
than the Negro; his inferiors in those intellectual acquirements and capacities that form the most character itic feature in the human race. But the system that
would assign these degraded blacks an origin different
from the whites, if it is not ready to be deserted by
philosophers, must be relinquinshed as similar instances
multiply; and that such must frequently happen cannot
well be doubted, should no check impede the progress of
humanity, which, melioraing (t) the condition of slavery,
nee essar ily leads to its final extinction. Let, however,
the issue be what it will, I cannot but wish, on this
occasion, to see the PUblic patronage keep pace with my
black friend's merit.
I am, Gentlemen, your most obedient servant,
James MC Henry•
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AFPENDIX

II

SOLUTION TO BANNEKER' S MATHEMATICAL POEM

Solved by Doris Hassell, Director
Collier's Research Bureau, New York.
'lhe vessal of Banneker·' s problem seems to be a
frustrum of a cone, for its upper and lower bases have
simple diameters and so must be circles; the upper
being smaller. These diameters must be in the ratio of
15 to 9, or 5 to 3.
The formula of the volume of the frustrum
of a cone is::
v.. llh < a2 3

Substituting:
25 x 2

.V: 22 • 3 5 (

7

3

The vessel is to contain 39 gallons or
39 x 231 in. cu.
110( 49x 2 ), _- 9009

~·

2

R:

X

-

351- 5 •. 014286
70-

X

-

2.2392

11.19~~,

Check;.

v.

v. 6.7176

are then the desired
radii.

22 x 35 (125.35 - 75 .. 21 - 45.12)=

r

T

110(81.9) • 110(81 .. 9) :9009.0.
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